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Chapter1

 


Susan Ryan was drunk, it wasn't any wonder
the sudden change in temperature hitting her smack in the face
caused her head to spin with a sense of dizziness, having her catch
her breath as she was being forcibly removed from the warm interior
of the hotel foyer, by William, her husband, out into the cold, wet
night. Nearing the edge of the smooth granite steps outside the
hotel, she skated to a pivoting halt in her high-heels and
struggled violently to try and free herself from her husband’s
tight grip of her arm at the elbow. “Let go of me,” she demanded,
voicing her anger as loudly and with as much connotation in her
tone to attract the attention of anyone that might come racing to
help her. But when she glanced back over her shoulder to discover
no gallant knight was about to intervene in her domestic dilemma,
however threatening to her well-being it may have appeared, her
anger intensified. There was no way she was going to let William do
as he pleased with her, especially after having just made, as she
saw it, a complete fool of her in front of hundreds of shareholders
and business associates of his company. For that, she wanted to
hurt him. And so with calculating and vengeful tactility, as much
as her intoxicated state of mind was capable of mustering, she
slipped the shoulder strap of her handbag from her shoulder and
swung it wildly in the general direction of her husband's face.

Out the corner of his eye William caught a
glimpse of the expensive Armani shoulder-bag he had given Susan for
her last birthday. Loaded with an assortment of female necessities,
and about to connect with his face at a considerably high speed,
William raised an arm to deflect the trajectory of the bag. But he
was way too slow and the bag hit him square across the bridge of
the nose with a fair old whack. In an instant, his world was locked
within the perimeters of pain of which there was no escaping. The
impact caused the bones in his neck to crack unerringly loud as he
went crashing backwards onto the deck, with the heels of his hands
pressed tightly against his watering eyes.

As William lay on his back groaning in agony.
he heard his wife's voice penetrating his blinding world of pain,
as if she were yelling at him from a great distance. "That's right
- wriggle and squirm, you prize prick!" she yelled in a fit of
triumph. "With a bit of luck you just might see again. Not that I
give a shit," she told him, laughing as she went into a drunken
victory dance close to his head, stomping in the thin layer of rain
and splashing water over him.

"You'll pay for this, you bitch!" William
shouted.

The cold dampness of the rain penetrating all
the way through his suit against his back prompted William to roll
onto his side and struggle to his feet. It took a moment before the
pain of his watering eyes eased enough for him to remove his hands
and find Susan still in the throes of her victory dance, swaying to
an off-beat tune only she could hear. He touched a finger to his
nose. It wasn't broken, but the throbbing sinus pain darting up
into his forehead was giving him the kind of thumping sensation
that made it feel like his head was about to explode.

Susan continued with her verbal lashing. "You
think you're so shit hot," she ranted. "Well you don't look so shit
hot from where I'm standing!" She turned to make her way back to
the hotel.

Before Susan had time to take a second step,
William reached out and caught her by the arm, spinning her half
way around and knocking her off balance. One of her legs went up
and she dropped, twisting an ankle as she came down heavily on her
backside.

For a brief moment Susan sat in a daze state.
Then, quiet suddenly, the still silent night was shattered, by the
loudest, ear piercing shriek she could muster, the effect of which
jolted William like a slap in the face.

William turned to the sound of chatter to see
a number of curious faces emerge from the hotel foyer to
investigate. He recognized most as his employees, as he bent down
and scooped Susan up into his arms.

"You've broken my leg, you maniac!" Susan
yelled at the top of her voice. "Help me someone! HELP!" she
hollered.

The first person to come running to Susan's
hysterical cries for help, as William carried her with her arms
flaying, down the steps to where she had parked the car, was one of
William's newest executives in his company, David Stuart. David’s
wife, Janet was hard on his heels, anxious to know what was
happening.

"Can I help you, Mr Ryan?" David
inquired.

"Yes, you can," Susan snapped before William
had time to answer him. "Get me away from this crazy lunatic. I
want the bastard locked up for assaulting me! Call the police."

"What's happened?" David's wife asked, now
standing beside her husband and trying to console Susan by touching
her arm.

"She simply fell over, that's all and
probably sprained her ankle,” said William. “Take no notice of
her."

"That's bullshit," Susan challenged. "He did
it to me! He got violent and tried to kill me! I swear he did!"

William fished into his trouser pocket for
his car keys. "She's sloshed out of her stupid brain. She’s talking
nonsense," he told them, now dangling the car keys in his hand for
David. "Just open the damn door for me will you, David. So I can
get her in the car.”

David took the keys from William. “I could
drive if you wish, Mr Ryan. Janet can follow in our car."

"No need for that," William said. "It's kind
of you to offer, but I'll handle it from here."

David unlocked the front passenger car door
and held it open. He and his wife stood by and watched as William
planted Susan on her seat.

Susan shot imploring glances at both David
and his wife. "Neither of you are going to help me, are you?" she
asked. "You've no idea what this bastard's capable of. Will you do
me a favor and call the police."

David's wife looked concerned. She clapped a
hand to her mouth, but held back and didn't interfere, not wanting
to jeopardize her husband's position in the company.

Midway through Susan's pleas for help William
slammed the door, muffling Susan’s voice to a dead pan, low pitched
protest, and took the car keys from David.

"Hope everything works out okay, Mr Ryan,"
David said, with a hint of apprehension in his voice.

William took time to rest an assuring hand
momentarily on David's shoulder. "I appreciate your help, David.
I'll catch up with you at the office in the morning." He faced
David's wife. "And you needn’t look so worried. I'll see she's
taken care of. Good night!"

Susan's door popped open. "For god sake, help
me," she pleaded.

William promptly activated the child lock on
the door and pushed it shut with his knee. "She can be persistent
when she wants," he said.

On the other side of the car door Susan was
thumping her shoulder to try and force it open.

William bid David and Janet good night for a
second time while racing around the front of the car.

Janet removed her open hand from over her
mouth. "Good night, Mr Ryan," she said in a voice barely audible,
bending down to stare through the window at Susan as William seated
himself beside her, adding in a louder unconvincing voice, above
the quiet rumble of the engine as it started. "You'll be fine, Mrs
Ryan."

In reply Susan tearfully shook her head.
"Like hell I will," she shouted.

The gear lever shifted in William's hand and
the Jaguar moved away at a moderate pace, leaving David and his
wife staring after it.

"I don't feel good about this, David."

David put an arm about his wife's shoulders.
"Let's get out of the bloody rain before we catch our deaths. I
could do with a stiff brandy."

"Same here," Janet shivered, hurrying back
towards the hotel.

 


*****

Chapter2

 


Driving out of Wellington, Susan hadn’t
stopped rambling on about the pain she was in, and the increasing
size of her ankle. The weather seemed to mirror her mood and the
heavy rain was making driving conditions extremely hazardous. It
was no easy task for William having Susan and the weather both
whipping into a right nasty frenzy.

“You’re an animal to me,” Susan whimpered.
“You don’t give a shit about me being in bloody pain.

”William didn’t take his eyes off the road.
“Can’t you give it a rest, for fuck sake,” he told her.

"I'd be better off without the likes of you,
for all the money you’ve got," Susan wailed. "You're just a
shit-house to me!"

"Shut it,” William demanded, raising a hand
in a threatening manner. "Or so help me I’ll shut it for you!"

Susan cowered against the door. "Bugger you!
You're a bastard - a no good, rotten arsehole bastard!"

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," William muttered.
"According to that excuse of a brain swimming in your head. You
couldn't wait to make a fool of me back there," he told her,
thinking back to when they were at the hotel where he had brought
together a large group of his company's shareholders. The topic of
conversation passing among them would have most certainly been
centered on his ongoing marital problems, of that he was sure.
While he had been trying to focus his attention on informing them
of the record profits the company had made for the year he had
noticed the snide whispered remarks being made as he spoke to them.
A lot of the facial expressions by those he had been addressing was
indication enough to tell him the personal problems with his wife,
which she had encouraged to make as public as she possibly could,
had appeared to be more of an interest than what he had to say. It
wasn’t half obvious many had been entertained by the spectacle his
wife had put on for them. He looked at her now and spoke in a
menacing tone. "I swear, sometimes I could throttle the fucking
living days lights out of you!"

Observing his expression, there was a glimmer
of fear in Susan’s eyes which quickly became a look of challenging
contempt. "Fuck you," she snapped. "You fucking gutless
wonder!"

"Don't push it," William told her. "Put on
another act like that in front of my people and I'll make sure you
live to regret it. That’s a promise."

Lightning fractured the night.

Susan studied the man beside her. "Am I in
for another one of your fucking sad-sack lectures, am I?"

Concerned more with the driving conditions
than anything else that may be ready to spill from his wife’s jaws,
William promptly reached down and switched on the radio. It was an
instant reaction which had become habitual under the very same
circumstances when he wanted to drown out Susan’s high-pitched,
nagging voice.

For William, the loudness of Ringo Star’s
voice, singing about when we grow old and grey, was a much welcomed
intervention, going quite a way in helping to smother the impact of
Susan’s drunken rambling.

On hearing the sudden rising volume of the
Beatle’s voice, Susan couldn’t help herself but had to get in on
the act immediately, cranking up her vocals to ride above Ringo
Star. "That's all I ever get from you, you rude son of a bitch!
Anyone would think I wasn’t in the car with you," she yelled.
“You’re a complete ignoramus!

Refraining himself from telling his wife to
shut her face, William switched the wipers onto the fastest mode.
He knew if he tried saying anything further he'd have to put up
with her ranting that much longer and that much louder however loud
he increased the volume of the radio. On past experiences the
silent treatment usually had her giving up and falling silent out
of frustration.

For Susan, the business function she had come
away from had been another dull event, where, as was expected of
her on such occasions, she had paraded herself by her husband's
side like the faithful and supportive wife of any respective
billionaire. Keeping up appearances and playing the part solely for
the benefit of her husband, had become a total bore for her. The
only way she found herself able to put up with the charade was to
indulge and accept any and every drink that was offered her. She
was well aware she had a drinking problem, and had vowed to
herself, on numerous occasions, to one day get around to doing
something about it.

Married to William for ten years, Susan at
thirty-two years of age was eight years younger than her husband.
She did have everything money could buy, and indeed, it was the
money that had been the main attraction to him, that, the power,
and of course the abundance of over-whelming respect she always
received when she was in the company of New Zealand's wealthiest
citizen. The old cliché that money can't buy happiness in Susan's
case proved incorrect during the early stage of their relationship,
but the last four years of her marriage she had grown to detest her
husband and everything he stood for. She found him physically
obnoxious. Her deepest regret was having walked out on William's
younger half brother, Luke, the one and only man she had ever
loved.

Traveling through the pelting rain in the
warm comfort of the car Susan fixed her eyes vindictively on the
man seated next to her. Hunched over and huddling the steering
wheel as he was, he appeared to her as if he was having a kinky
affair with it. It didn't really occur to her that he was in fact
having some difficulty in seeing the road ahead in the atrocious
driving conditions. Under the dim glare of the dashboard lights
reflecting onto his face, Susan's mind was in
hate-William-Ryan-mode. She was thinking how fat-faced and ugly he
was, and she was questioning the rights and wrongs of why and how
she had stayed with him for as long as she had. She was seeing him
in a different light as if she'd never really seen him before. He,
in her eyes, was a monster larger than life, a monster her own mind
had created, who always dropped into her life whenever a large
quantity of alcohol passed her lips. Seeing him now he was
grotesque, appearing uglier than she ever could possible have
remembered. While dissecting and categorizing his every feature as
if it were a piece of a macabre jigsaw puzzle, she came to the
conclusion there was not a single feature about the man she could
honestly say she liked. His bald, shiny-domed and sharply pointed
head gave him a devil-minus-the-horns appearance. She'd convinced
him, prior to her moving in with him on a permanent basis, that the
little hair he did have on his head, consisting of nothing more
than a fine hair skirt occupying a relatively small area between
the top of his ears and the crown of his head, was not worth
hanging onto. Where was the logic in possessing a comb, she
remembered herself telling him. And when she told him, while
breaking into a fit of laughter, that his hair looked totally
ridiculous, the man of power crumbled without a hint of resistance
and gave her permission to remove his cherished locks with a few
swipes of the razor. The smart tailored suits William now wore were
another markedly improved change Susan had been responsible for.
Until she entered his life his sense of dress code was, to everyone
but William, shocking. His miss-matched and bizarre standard of
dress had for many years earned him the undisputed title of New
Zealand's worst dressed man. It occurred to Susan while she sat
staring across at him now, with his swollen girth of fat that was
his neck and the huge belly overlapping the invisible belt holding
his trousers in place, he should have been voted the ugliest man in
the whole of the southern hemisphere. Bugger it, she thought, he'd
qualify hands down for the title of ugliest specimen alive in the
whole god forsaken universe. The thought amused her. In the blink
of an eye she was holding an imaginary gun in her hand and pointing
it at close range to the side of William’s head. Acting out her
thoughts like she really did have a gun in her hand she pulled the
imaginary trigger. "BANG!" she shouted above the last fading notes
of Ringo Star's voice, as the song was coming to an end.

The role-played killing caused William to
jerk back in his seat. His jaw hung, and the gob-smacked expression
on his face while staring down the barrel of her wavering finger,
made Susan erupt in a fit of giggles.

"Take that!" she shouted. "Bang! Bang!
Fucking Bang! You're dead. I've blown your brains all over the
place!"

William was not amused. He glared angrily at
her and pushed her hand away. "I'm in no mood for games," he told
her. "Put your finger up your arse and contemplate blasting that
small pea-brain of yours swimming in shit. If I’m lucky the
exercise will drain all functions your brain is capable of and
you’ll lapse into a coma for keeps and give me some peace."

Unfortunately the scenario of William's
wishful imagination was unable to penetrate Susan's line of
thinking. In her mind's eye, she was seeing a mass of wet grey
matter with splinters of bone and lashings of skin and fleshy
tissue splattered and dripping from the lining of the roof directly
above William's head. The vision of slaughter ignited a bout of
laughing from Susan, which, from a psychologists point of view,
could well have been described as a state of insane hysteria.

When Susan’s laughing continued, without a
hint of abating, reverberating between William's ears like some
trapped high pitched cackling demon, even with the radio as loud as
it was, his tolerance level reached its peak and he turned on her
and yelled at the top of his voice. "Will you shut your fucking
trap!"

The impact of William's voice, and the weight
of it's delivery plucked Susan's from her private movie-house in
the blink of an eye. She had been in the satisfying throes of
witnessing William's body slumped in his seat, with more blood that
reality could provide oozing from the gapping hole in his head. The
abrupt interlude of her movie had her shaking her head in an
attempt to try and extinguish the vision she was now seeing - of a
very much alive William Ryan beside her, larger than life with the
whole of his shining bald head intact. Her dream world had been
miserably shattered and the giggling ceased. For a brief moment she
appeared quite distant of mind in her expression, then, slowly her
mouth began to work. "My oh my!" she said. "Didn't you just make
the bloody quickest fuckin recovery of all time."

William switched the radio off. "Why don’t
you just shut your mouth and sleep it off," he demanded. "You don't
know what you're talking about."

Susan nodded her head. "Oh yes, I do," she
said, reaching over to prod William's overhanging belly with her
index finger, her lips forming a sinister, half-twisted smile as
she did so. "I'll shut my mouth when I'm bloody good and ready, you
fat slob," she went on, punctuating her words with the stabbing of
her finger.

William slapped her hand away. "Get the fuck
away from me, you crazy drunken bitch!"

"You're gonna be sorry," Susan rattled on.
"I'm seeing me a lawyer and taking you for everything you’ve got.
Stew that over why don’t you, Mr William Ryan."

William reacted as if amused by his wife's
threatened intentions. He tossed back his head and laughed. "Go for
it," he told her. "By the time I'm through with you you'll wish you
never bothered. I'll see it drag on for years. At the end of it you
might get something if you're lucky. But you'll have one foot in
the grave by then anyway. I've got all the time in the world. And
if I have to I'll go broke rather than give it to you. I promise
you that."

"There's no way you can do that," Susan
challenged. "No way in hell!"

"If you've got the patience, which I know you
don't have an ounce of lurking anywhere in that drunken head of
yours, I'll do everything in my power to keep your hands off my
money, if it takes me forever. I didn't get where I am for the
likes of you take me down." A thought occurred to him prompting a
broad smile. "I could always have you committed," he suggested.
"I’m sure I could persuade the right people to put you exactly
where I can keep an eye on you, where you'd be, shall we say,
completely indisposed and totally at my mercy. You'd be well and
truly out of the way. Your manic behavior of late is well
publicized, so I don’t think it’d be too much of a problem proving
you’re a head case. How does that sound? You could live the
remainder of your days out of sight in a padded cell." He laughed
and ended his plan for her on a dead-pan, sow note: "And if you
were a good girl and behave yourself locked away on your lonesome,
I could visit you and bring you some goodies, some knitting maybe
to while away your gloomy hours among the loonies."

His morbid sense of humor sent Susan
scurrying back to her private movie-house. A feeling of loneliness
and doom fell upon her like a dark, heavy blanket. She shrunk into
herself like there was no hope of escaping the vivid scenario
William had implanted in her head. A cold shiver ran over her when
she saw the image of herself trapped in a corner of a room with a
multitude of crazies pawing, patting and groping at her. "NOOOO!
NOOO!" she whimpered, slapping the immediate space in front of her.
Her hands flayed out in all directions. "Get the hell away from me!
Stop it!"

William was alarmed by her actions. "My god,”
he said. “You really have lost the plot!"

The sound of his voice brought Susan racing
back to reality. The shear hell of what she had seen had caused her
body to rapidly perspire. She was wet and clammy all over. "That
wasn't nice, what I seen," she said, the words riding on her
gasping breath.

William looked at her curiously. "Tell me -
what did you see?” He laughed to himself. “From where I’m sitting
you looked like your head was on fire and you were trying to put
out the flames."

"Never bloody mind what I saw," Susan told
him, trying to figure out for herself what had happened, so she
could try and correct her train of thinking into some state of
normality. She wondered if perhaps she might be losing her mind,
or, was it because she had far too much to drink. She made a
conscious effort to do something about it her problem with drink.
For the moment though, she wasn’t about to own up to the fact she
recognized she had a problem in any shape or form to her husband at
least, not with the kind of threats he'd been making. "You wouldn't
be so cruel," she told him.

The slightest tremor in her voice was enough
indication to William, he had, if nothing else, instilled a degree
of fear into his wife. He nodded his head and his mouth formed that
familiar smile, a different smile for different occasions,
occasions like now, when he knew he had the upper hand. "You can
bet your sweet fanny, I would," he said. "I sure will and I won't
hesitate. For you, my sweet, I'll even rush things along. I'll have
you can settle quickly into your new surroundings before you can
say sardines in a tin can, so you can acquaint yourself with your
new crack pot buddies."

Susan could not imagine a worse fate to
befall her. She felt as if a sentence of incarceration had already
been handed down to her by judge and jury. She glared at the
gloating face of her husband. "I'll see you in hell before you get
a chance to do that to me, you creepy bastard." Her voice rose to
its fullest ear-drum-breaking capacity. "You're nothing but a
swine!" she yelled.

William's shoulders came up and his head went
down in a cringing manner. He was gritting his teeth and wincing at
the same time to deaden the blast of Susan's hitch-pitched voice,
sending shock wave upon shock wave, like a knife being driven into
the very heart of his nervous system. "Shut it," he called out. Or
I swear, I'll.."

"Go on then," she challenged. "Stop the car!”
she demanded. "Bloody-well let me out!"

The idea of stopping the car and letting her
out in the middle of nowhere did have some appeal for William, but
the scenario of her possibly getting herself murdered would most
likely go against him in light of the spectacle she had put on back
at the hotel, so he didn’t hesitate in ditching that idea. Instead
he pushed down harder on the accelerator like it was a natural
reflex to a pulse of anger. The car picked up speed.

Susan didn’t let up with the vocals. "I'd
rather take my chances on my own than go back home with you," she
snapped.

William looked across at her. "You're crazier
than I thought," he told her. "Who in their right mind would want
to try hitching a ride in this weather. The only ride you'd catch
is a ride to the hospital with pneumonia. You're not exactly
dressed for it in that garb." Privately he did relish the thought
of Susan’s life being held in the balance of life and death from
her own reckless actions. He nodded his head. "On second thoughts
that's not a bad idea. Then I wouldn't need to go to the trouble of
booking you into a funny farm. You'd kick the bucket without me
lifting a finger. That'd be excellent - bloody perfect in fact,” he
laughed. “Just what the doctor ordered."

"You’re talking dribble," Susan threw back at
him. "Stop the fuckin car! You’re the one who can do the walking,
not me. You’re the one who’ll be going to the hospital. Not me.
This is my car. Remember?

"Forget it. Neither of us are getting out,"
William informed her. "And I don’t give an ounce of shit whose car
it is. We're going home and that's an end to it."

"Fuck you,” Susan shouted. “If you don’t stop
the car I'll jump," she told him, turning to face the door as if
genuinely contemplating the action. But in the space of time it
took her to consider the possible injuries she would no doubt
sustain, if she went ahead and flung herself from a fast moving
car, and the realization that the car was not slowing down, she
sighed heavily and faced William. "The police'l have you locked up
in no time after finding me on the road, dead. You'd be up for
murder."

William seemed chuffed by the idea and began
to giggle. "What makes you think it’d kill you? You’d bounce
around, break a lot of bones and probably end up looking like
something out of a freak show. And feel a right fool in the
process. Have you thought of that? You could lose your pretty face
and end up a cripple in a wheelchair for the rest of your pitiful
life. Now that would be a laugh, wouldn't it?" He stopped laughing
long enough to come over all serious-like. He sighed heavily.
"Everyone knows you're too vain to go and damage your best feature.
Lose your looks and you'd be fucked. No one would look at you. Your
looks are about all you’ve got going for yourself. That's the only
fuckin reason I married you, for Christ sake. Oh yeah, and there’s
one minor factor you’ve obviously forgotten about. I put the
children’s safety lock on. Remember? So, unless you’re a
reincarnation of Houdini, you’re not going get the chance to mess
up your pretty face, are you now?"

Susan's mind escaped the present and drifted
back into past, to the good times she had had with a man whom she
knew in her heart she had never stopped loving. She had tears in
her eyes when she turned and faced her husband. "That's not the
reason you married me. Why don't you come out and tell the truth
for once in your life? You had to have me purely for selfish
reasons, because I was with your brother and you couldn't bear to
see him happy. I'll admit I didn't exactly make it hard for you.
But you've got problems that go way back where Luke's concerned.
You weren’t happy knowing he loved me and taking me away from him
broke his heart. You set out right from the beginning to get me and
hurt your brother at the same time. That’s what it was really all
about. You couldn't stand seeing him happy with me. The biggest
regret of my life was leaving Luke for you."

"And the sort of life style he couldn't give
you in a million years, darling," William reminded her. "Let's not
forget about that. You reveled in all I could give you like a
fuckin cocaine addict waiting for a hit. So don't give me that
garbage! You didn't give a mummy's turd what Luke might have gone
through when you decided to walk out of his life for keeps. If
anybody is responsible for hurting the bugger, in my books, its
you."

William’s words struck a chord in Susan. She
nodded and wiped at her eyes. "Yes. I know I hurt him," she
admitted. “And I'm so damn sorry for ever leaving him the way I
did," she cried, her voice gaining more power and volume with every
word. "I should've stuck with Luke. He's a real man. He knew how to
treat a woman. And he knew how to make love. Compared to him you
are fucking nothing. Cold and calculating, that's what you are.
People’s feelings have never really matter to you. You're only ever
out for what you can get. A fat, ugly, greedy arsehole. That's what
you are! You make me want to throw up every time I look at you,"
she yelled. "I'd rather end it now than spend another second with
you," she informed him, while taking it upon herself to lower the
window.

The sudden whistling rush of air coming into
the car set alarm bells off in William's head. He looked across at
her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

With an arm out the window and her back to
him, Susan was trying to open the door from the outside. “I’m
getting out,” she yelled, opening the door.

William’s foot came off the accelerator and
onto the brake pedal as the car went into a bend in the road. "You
crazy bitch!" he shouted, reaching across in front of Susan to grab
hold of the door.

Pushing with her shoulder against the door,
Susan fought to prevent him getting a hand to the door, slapping
and punching at his arm, while at the same time trying to get one
legs out the open door. "Bugger you," she shrieked. "Let me
out!"

William managed to get hold of the arm-rest
on the door and pull it shut.

Susan was enraged. She turned savagely on him
and began to pummel him about the head with both her fists, in a
fit of frenzied fury.

Holding the passenger door and steering the
car, while under attack from his wife, was proving too difficult
for William. The car crossed the center line, as he negotiated a
sweeping left hand bend, and was heading straight into the blinding
path of a Mercedes Benz truck, towing a trailer, loaded with cattle
for the slaughter-house.

The truck's huge head-lights flooded the
interior of the car.

Susan's jaw was touching her chest, her face
was a chalk white mask and her saucer-wide eyes were transfixed,
straight ahead. In the blink of an eye her entire life from day one
passed before her. She clapped her head in her hands and screamed
for all she was worth.

Just when a head on collision seemed
inevitable William jerked on the steering wheel. Miraculously, he
managed to steer the car from the direct path of the truck with
mere inches separating the two vehicles.

The truck and trailer thundered by, leaving a
slip-stream of shit-green vapor onto the windscreen of the
Jaguar.

For a fraction of a second, William was
driving blind. Only when the windscreen wipers had completed two
shit-removing swipes, and he could see they were out of danger, on
his side of the road with no oncoming traffic to contend with, did
he let out a sigh of relief. He rolled his eyes. Thanks for that,
he said in his head, to what ever great force that might have seen
fit to allow him the privilege to live another day. If he hadn't
been so angry with Susan, who'd swallowed a good dose of doomsday
sobers, he’d have cried out for joy. Beads of perspiration bubbled
and trailed from his brow into his eyes. The toxins in his sweat,
released by the body when the probability of losing one's life is
high, stung his eyes like soapy water, and the little tapping
hammer, beating against his temple added weight behind the measure
of air escaping his lungs. "That was too close," he said, shaking
his head. "Too damn close for my liking." He closed the passenger
side window and resumed driving.

In the far reaches of his mind, William could
still faintly hear the reverberating echoes of Susan's screaming
voice. He looked across at her now. She appeared calm, unblinking
and focused on the road ahead. But the dramatic contrast in her
changed behavior over the last couple of minutes worried him. She
was projecting an image of someone totally unfazed by the near miss
with the truck, which could have taken both their lives. Not
wanting to set her off, he kept his thoughts to himself. She was
out of it, drunk, he told himself. Best leave it that way and be
grateful for the peace and quiet.

After several more peaceful minutes passed,
William was surprised to hear Susan break out in fit of
giggling.

There had been a brief moment, as fleeting as
it had been, just when she had thought her life was over when she
had looked over at William. In that short span of time she had seen
something she had never before seen in all the years she had been
with him. She had witnessed the expression of pure unadulterated
fear on his face, and, having tasted this one gapping hole in the
man's armor-clad superficial exterior, where nothing else appeared
to penetrate, this filled her with an aching need to see the very
same expression on his face again.

William was not at all prepared for her next
move when she suddenly, out of the blue, reached over and grabbed
hold of the steering wheel with both hands. "I want to get out of
this bloody car!" she yelled, pulling down on the left side of the
steering wheel.

Before William had a chance to react, the car
lurched violently off the road, its wheels kicking up gravel.

"Fuck you," William shouted, fighting
desperately to retain control of the car and bring it back over
onto the road.

But Susan was not about to give up, even when
William had managed to steer the car back onto the road and out of
danger, she still had both her hands clamped tightly on the
steering wheel, intent on causing an accident. "I've had it with
you, you bastard," she screamed, her voice coming in short bursts
with the strain of trying to over-power her husband. "We're
finished! There's nothing left for me."

The effort and determination gradually began
to take its toll on Susan, she was getting weaker and her chances
of succeeding were quickly slipping from her grasp. William was
well aware of the fact and waited patiently, with a broadening grin
stretching all the way across his face. When he saw the tension
leave her hands and the grip of her tired fingers beginning to
slacken off, he casually removed her hands one by one and placed
them upon her lap. "There's a good girl. You lay back and sleep it
off," he told her. "I can see you're exhausted."

Susan said nothing, it was as if all the
fight had gone out of her, she appeared to go limp in her seat like
she was in fact content to sleep it off like William had
sarcastically suggested she do.

Little did he know she was preparing herself,
waiting for that second wind to kick in. When her second wind did
kick in, then she would make her move. She shot William a sly
glance, through half closed eyes. It aint over yet, buddy. There
was a grin on her face too, but he'd never have noticed, because
his concentration was focused on driving the car and getting home
in one piece.

Very soon, bright lights of another, heavily
laden stock truck loomed ahead of them, in the distance, on the
same straight stretch of road they were travelling.

Susan began to slowly rise up in her seat
from her slumped position. This is it, you bastard. This is it. She
chose her moment carefully, edging herself ever closer to her
husband, without him being aware. When the glaring headlights of
the oncoming vehicle was roughly two hundred metres ahead and
closing in fast with the brilliance of its headlights dazzling in
her eyes, she turned on William. With hands raised and fingers bent
like talons she viciously latched onto both sides of his face and
wrenched downwards in one swift motion.

Before William's brain had even acknowledged
the pain, the skin on his face came away in Susan's nails, leaving
deep white furrows where his blood had yet to bubble. The shock of
her actions had him instinctively reaching to protect himself. And
in that brief fraction of time when his hands left the
steering-wheel the car began to cross the center line of the road
and into the path of the oncoming vehicle.

As the blood surfaced in the furrows of
William's cheeks, Susan saw the terror on William's face and
smiled. In her final brief moment of glory she heard her husband's
screaming voice silenced by the impact of crushing metal.

 


*****

Chapter3

 


It was after midnight when Phillip Jenkins,
the managing director of Ryan Investments had a call from security
informing him two policemen were waiting down stairs wanting to
speak with him on a matter of urgency. He'd been working late in
his office, which were rooms of a law practice he had set up in
partnership with another lawyer, Jonathan Dean.

At thirty-five years of age, Phillip Jenkins
was a bachelor and a true workaholic in every sense of the word. It
was not unusual for him to spend late nights at his desk working
well into the early hours of the morning. He was a tall, of thin
build with a receding thatch of dark hair. The lenses of his
heavily framed spectacles were as thick at the bottom of a milk
bottle, magnifying his eyes to double their size. Phillip lived for
his work. It was because of Phillip’s double degrees, with honors,
in both law and accountancy that William Ryan had sought to invite
him onboard to join him and his crew in the fledgling company he’d
begun. As a young a very enthusiastic assistant executive director,
Phillip was hungry for every opportunity to prove himself, and keen
to boost the company's profits, which he did, exceeding William’s
expectations of him and more. In a relatively short time he went on
to become a very close friend to William as well as a major
shareholders in Ryan Investments.

Phillip left his office and went down in the
lift to greet the policemen.

The older of the two plain clothed Police
Inspectors introduced himself as Inspector Chris Jefferies his
junior colleague, Inspector Bill Garratt. They both in turn shook
Phillip’s hand.

On greeting the two Inspectors a distinct
feeling of uneasiness come over Phillip. Their poker-faced
expressions did little to ease the horrible feeling stirring in the
pit of his stomach. Scenarios of every description were beginning
to run the gauntlet of his imagination as to why they should be
paying him a visit at that time of the night. The first thought
that popped into his head was someone was dead. Not wanting to
dwell on that line of thinking he quickly invited the pair to
return with him to the comfort of his office on the fifteenth
floor. His office, he felt, was the best place to hear whatever it
was they’d come to tell him.

On the way up in the lift, Inspector
Jefferies asked Phillip if he had heard the news on the radio or
television.

Phillip waited for the doors of the lift to
open before he answered the Inspector. “No, Inspector,” he said
stepping from the lift. “I’ve been snowed under preparing a brief
for a case.”

The two Police Inspectors followed Phillip
into his office.

Phillip closed the door and went to the
cupboard of a cabinet standing against the wall behind his desk. He
was feeling in need of a stiff drink to settle his rattling nerves.
Under normal conditions he’d never have touched a drop before
midday. “Would either of you gentlemen wish to join me in a drink?”
he asked, removing a bottle of black label whisky from the cabinet
and holding it up for them to see. “Whisky’s all I can offer you,
I’m afraid. I do have have an uneasy feeling you’ve come to give me
some bad news.

“Not for us thank you, Mr Jenkins. Not while
we’re on duty,” Inspector Jefferies said, declining Phillip's
offer.

Both Inspectors looked on as Phillip removed
the cap from the bottle and quickly poured himself a tallish shot
into a crystal tumbler.

“I don’t make a habit of this, believe me,”
Phillip told the pair, as he checked the time on his wrist watch.
“But at this early hour of the morning I gather the news you’ve
come to tell me is not going to be pleasant.”

Inspector Garratt met Inspector Jefferies’
gaze with an eyebrow raised in a curious manner before facing
Phillip and nodding his head. "With regret, Mr Jenkins, you are
correct in your assumption. The news is tragic, I’m afraid.

Phillip brought the glass to his lips and
drained the contents in one gulp, swilling the brew around in his
mouth briefly before swallowing. “You’re Australian,” he said,

“From Sydney,” the Inspector informed
Phillip. “I’ve only been here a relatively short time, sir.”

Inspector Jefferies didn’t particularly want
to get into where and how long his colleague had been in the
country, and his direct eye contact with Garratt relayed his
feeling to get on the task at hand. He waited while Phillip poured
himself another tall drink. “Where here to give you the news about
the Ryan's - Mr and Mrs Ryan. We have every reason to believe they
had a fatal accident," he said. "Both died at the scene."

Phillip’s shoulders slumped. He dropped
heavily into his swivel chair behind his desk like he’d been
suddenly loaded down some great invisible weight.

The news of losing a friend and boss left him
momentarily speechless. This can not be happening, it’s a
nightmare. He shook his head and pushed his glass at arms length
away from him on the desk where he left it and slapped the palm of
his hand to his forehead. "You’re absolutely certain about this?”
he asked, removing his hand from his forehead to reveal furrowed
brows. “There’s no way you might be mistaken?”

Inspector Jefferies nodded his head. "Well, I
wish I could give you a more definite answer on that, Mr Jenkins,
but the fact is right now all I’m able to tell you is we are
ninety-five percent certain it is them. The identities have yet to
be confirmed because up to this stage we do not have a next-of-kin
to positively identify the bodies. That's what brought us to you,
sir. We'd like to know if you can help us locate Mrs Ryan's sister,
Sally Curtis. All efforts to find her have been fruitless. I
understand, because of who she is, her exact whereabouts has been a
kept a secret.”

Inspector Garratt carried on from where
Inspector Jefferies left off. “And that goes the same for William
Ryan's brother, Luke. We haven't yet been able to locate him
either. It occurred to us you may be able to help us find person so
we can get down to the business of positively identifying the
bodies."

While the Inspector was speaking, Phillip was
preoccupied with his own trouble thoughts and he duly excused
himself for his obvious lack of attention. "Please forgive me,
gentlemen," he said, fixing his gaze on the photograph directly in
front of him on his desk. It was a photograph of William Ryan and
his wife taken the day of their wedding. "I'm not really thinking
as clearly as I’d like at this present time, as you can well
understand. This has come as a terrible shock to me.”

"Of course, sir,” Inspector Jefferies said.
“We do understand how you would be feeling right now. And of course
by the same token you can understand our urgency in having the
identities of Mr and Mrs Ryan cleared up without undue delay. So if
you could help us get in touch with Sally Curtis, that would be
very much appreciated, Mr Jenkins. As you are not aware, the media
are already onto this, given Mr Ryan's high profile. For the
moment, at least we have managed to persuade them not to release
any details to the general public. But, as we all know, the media,
always hungry for a story, especially of this high caliber, cannot
be totally relied on to remain silent until the next-of-kin have
been notified."

Phillip could not have agreed more with the
Inspector’s assumption of the media having had dealings with the
press on many occasions. He nodded in agreement with them. "You are
right of course,” he said. “It would be no surprise to me if they
let something slip out.”

“So, you’ll be as keen as we are to get hold
of Sally Curtis or Luke Ryan then, Mr Jenkins?” asked Inspector
Garratt.

Phillip nodded, reaching for his drink. He
picked up the glass, eyed the contents ruefully then drank it down.
He studied the empty glass momentarily before he spoke and placed
it on the desk. “There will some difficulty getting Sally Curtis
here at short notice, I’m afraid gentlemen. If we can confirm it is
in fact the Ryans who have lost their lives, I will have to insist
on the loyalty with which I hold in highest regard in respect of Mr
Ryan wishes. For that reason I am unable to give out the
whereabouts of Sally Curtis to anyone, unless of course I am
ordered to do so by the court. I suggest you concentrate on
locating Mr Ryan’s brother. You shouldn’t have too much difficulty.
I understand he has a flat somewhere here in central
Wellington.”

“We’ve carried out a quite extensive search
for him already, Mr Jenkins, but to no avail,” said Inspector
Jefferies. “From all accounts the man appears to be something of a
loner. One friend of his, a character by the name of Swampy, told
us he hadn’t seen Luke for a few days. He thought he might have
gone off on a drinking binge. He told us Luke was never out of the
scene for more than a couple of days at a time. If he catches up
with Luke he said he’d get him to contact us immediately.

“I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting Luke
Ryan,” Phillip informed the Inspectors, taking his time to pour
himself another drink, this time not quite so large. “So I can’t
really tell you anymore about him than his friend. Mr Ryan never
discussed his brother’s affairs with me. I assume he wanted his
brother’s life to remain private.”

Inspector Jefferies was showing signs of
becoming inpatient and he made that quite clear by the tone of his
voice. “Seems to me you are our best bet then, Mr Jenkins,” he
said, trying to prevent that line of conversation dragging on
longer than necessary. “We really need to move on this one, as you
can understand, Mr Jenkins. It looks like you’ll have to be the one
to accompany us down to the morgue for the positive identification
of the bodies in the mean time. If you are agreeable?”

Phillip shrugged his shoulders and was about
to give an answer, when Inspector Garratt’s butted in. “Being new
to this country, maybe you could put me a little bit more in the
picture about William Ryan?” he asked, directing his question at
Phillip.

Inspector Jefferies faced Garratt. “William
Ryan would be somewhere in the same league as Australia’s Kerry
Packer, but on a smaller scale. Isn’t that right, Mr Jenkins?”

Phillip shook his head. “You may be close,
Inspector. But those details are strictly confidential.”

“I heard there’s a bit of mystery surrounding
their daughter. Is that right, Mr Jenkins?” Inspector Garratt
inquired, anxious to know more.

Inspector Jefferies butted in on the
conversation, not wanting Jenkins to think he was completely in the
dark. “It all goes back to the time of the attempted kidnapping of
the girl when she was just a baby.”

“That is correct, yes, Inspector,” Phillip
said. “And since that day Mr Ryan saw to it that every precaution
possible was taken to ensure nobody could ever again try to get
anywhere near to the child to try a repeat attempt. Mr Ryan took
measures, he thought necessary to ensure the ongoing protection of
his daughter, placing her into the sole care of his wife's sister,
Sally Curtis, on a property chosen for its inaccessibility where
she’s been living for the past 10 years. Mr Ryan left explicit
instructions in his will that under no circumstances was the
locality of the property to be revealed, even under circumstances
we are faced with at this very moment, in the event of a tragic
accident that could have taken both their lives.”

After Phillip finished explaining his
position, and emphasizing the importance that the first priority
was to make contact with Sally Curtis and inform her of the
situation before he could make a visit to the morgue. That way it
would give the police more time to find William Ryan’s brother,
Luke, and then he could deal with the positive identification of
the bodies. If, by the time they had not located Luke Ryan, he told
them he would pay a visit to the morgue himself and identify the
bodies.

The Inspectors agreed with Phillip and left
him with the task of making contact with Sally Curtis to let her
know what had happened.

Quite some considerable time had gone by
since the police had left Phillip in his office during which time
he had sat alone contemplating how he was going to break the news
to Sally Curtis. Although nothing had been positively confirmed, he
didn’t feel it was an appropriate time to be phoning her,
preferring instead to wait until a more suitable hour, giving her
time to wake up at least. In the back of his mind he’d also been
toying with the notion that the police would eventually locate Luke
Ryan, and therefore he’d not have to face the grisly task of
identifying the bodies himself. He knew for certain he could not
run the risk of bringing Sally Curtis all the up from where she was
by helicopter to Wellington. Not only did he have to consider the
Ryan’s daughter, Suzy, whose whereabouts could most definitely be
jeopardized, but also there were Sally’s children to consider. They
would have all had to come to Wellington because there was no one
else on the property that could look after them that he could
depend on to guarantee their continued safety. Besides, apart from
considering the aspect of having to move everyone about under such
tight security, there was also the added responsibility of his
having to personally identify the bodies of William and Susan Ryan
himself. Identifying dead bodies, no matter who they were was in
itself a task he would do anything to get out of going through
with. As far as he was concerned the longer he held off visiting
the morgue, the less likelihood of him having to do it, period.

Several hours later, and several drinks later
also, Phillip had still not picked up the telephone to make that
important call to Sally Curtis. By this time it was approaching
eight o’clock in the morning and he was abruptly stirred out of his
transfixed state of mind by the loudly excited voice of Jonathon
Dean, Phillip's junior law partner, as he came barging into his
office, appearing noticeably distressed.

"Phillip,” Jonathan wailed, on see him
sitting perplexed at his desk with a drink in his hand. “For God
sake have you heard the news?” His eyes searching Phillip’s face
for the answer. Not aware if Phillip knew or didn’t know. “Everyone
I’ve bumped into on the way here’s telling me the Ryans have been
killed in a ghastly car accident. Seems they'd heard it on the news
broadcast over the radio."

Jonathan’s revelation caused an immediate
response of anger from Phillip. His hand came away from the half
filled glass of whisky, he made a fist and slammed it into the palm
of his hand, with enough velocity to cause Jonathan to
involuntarily flinch. "Damn the cursed media," he shouted with
equal gusto. “This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen!”

Jonathan approached the front of Phillip’s
desk, his jaw hanging in disbelief. "So it’s true," he said,
staring down into Phillip’s eyes.

The expression on Phillip’s face confirmed
the stories he had heard on the way to the office. "My God,” he
said, turning from Phillip to seat himself on one of a pair of
matching leather chairs occupying the space against the wall. “And
here's me thinking it was someone's sick idea of a joke," he
added.

Phillip dragged the telephone across his desk
and picked up the receiver. "My intentions were to pay Sally Curtis
a visit and give her the news in person, but that's now out of the
question. I just hope she hasn't heard it like half the country
already has," he said, dialing Sally's unlisted number and pressing
the receiver to his ear. “The worst part about all this is the
bodies haven’t yet been identified as far as I am aware,” he told
Jonathan, with the palm of his hand clamped tight over the receiver
to prevent Sally Curtis overhearing should she come on the
line.

 


*****


Chapter 4

 


Sally Curtis was 32 years of age, blonde and
blue eyed. She was a solo-mother with two young blonde headed sons,
Billy, aged 10, and Steven aged 13 years. She had a bubbly and an
easy going personality. And like her identical twin sister Susan,
she was exceptionally pretty, slim, and large breasted for her
height of five foot three. Sally’s greatest passion was country
music.

When Sally's peaceful night's sleep came to
an abrupt halt, due to sharp abdominal pains in the early hours of
the morning, her first thought was her appendix was giving her
bother. After the pains settled down, her thoughts went back to a
time when she had experienced the exact same pains. She and her
twin sister, Susan were aged 18. At that time Susan had been rushed
to the hospital in an ambulance for an urgent appendectomy. Having
those very same pains left Sally in no doubts at all that her twin
sister was in trouble. And, as much as she tried to convince
herself otherwise, she knew as sure as the sun would rise in the
sky later in the morning, Susan must be suffering. The pains lasted
no more than fifteen minutes and in place of them she was left
feeling quite nauseous in the tummy, and that horrid feeling had
remained with her, even when she had rose from her bed some five
hours later. At the onset of the pains she had tried numerous times
telephoning her sister, to no avail, getting the answer phone each
time and repeating her message on the answer-phone for her sister
to phone her back as soon as she could. The longer Sally’s calls
were not acknowledged the more anxious and concerned she’d become
as the morning wore on.

By eight thirty in the morning, Sally had
still not had word from her sister. She wanted to postpone the
maths lesson she had prepared for the children but decided against
it to keep her mind occupied and try as much as she could to not
appear too worried about what may have happened to her sister. But
all the while from the beginning of the maths lesson the nauseous
feelings she was experiencing in her tummy for so long appeared to
get worse and worse, until she reached a point where she couldn’t
hide her discomfort from her observant niece, Suzy Ryan.

When 10 year old Suzy noticed how
uncomfortable her aunty was she left her text book and shuffled
forward from her position on the floor where she’d been sitting on
her knees beside her cousins, Steven and Billy. Her dog, Patch, a
fox terrier her mother had bought for her as a pup two years
earlier, crawled after her and lay down beside her leg in front of
Sally. The little dog was like Suzy’s shadow, never very far away
from her side. Patch was all white except for a large brown patch
surrounding his left eye.

Suzy reached out and placed a caring hand on
Sally's knee. Not only was she aware of her auntie's discomfort,
but the grave expression which Sally couldn’t hide also caused the
little girl concern. She could tell there was something troubling
her. "Are you alright, Sally?" she inquired, quietly, so as not to
distract her cousins who both seemed engrossed with their heads
buried in their text books. Ever since she had been able to talk
Sally had insisted she call her by her first name, she didn’t care
much to be addressed as aunty. "You look like you might need to see
the doctor!"

Suzy’s quietly spoken words of concern
attracted the attention of both Steven and his younger brother,
Billy. They both locked eyes onto their mother. "She's right, mum,"
Steven said. "You look a bit white!"

"As white as Casper the ghost!" Billy chipped
in.

With everyone expressing their thoughts,
little Patch had to get in on the act too. He sprung up and pawed
at Sally leg, right where Suzy had rested her hand, in her gesture
of comfort.

This great show of concern from everyone,
including Patch, took Sally quite by surprise, very nearly bringing
her near to a state of tears, she was so touched with emotion.
Fighting back the sudden urge to become all weepy, she gave the dog
a pat on the head, covered Suzy's hand with her own and pulled a
face. "It’s nothing,” she told them. “I've just got a funny tummy,
that's all." She touched the flat of her hand to her middle. "I
don't think it's anything all that serious to get so worried
about," she said, tilting her head to the side and giving them all
a smiling face that was in no way convincing. "But,” she went on,
pausing, for a moment to consider the options she could put before
them. “I do suppose we could have a little break from the maths,
though. We can always pick up where we left off later."

The prospect of time out from maths, or any
school work, brought a genuine smile to Billy's face. He wasted no
time in jumping to his feet. "Choice," he cried out, tugging on the
sleeve of his brother's shirt. "C'on, Steven. I'll race you for the
swing!"

Before Steven had a chance to get up Billy
was out of the room and racing through the house in the direction
of the back door.

Suzy remained seated on her knees at Sally’s
feet. She watched Steven clear out of the room as he scrambled off
after his brother.

Patch was now standing on all fours looking
up into Suzy’s eyes with his head on an angle, and wagging his
short upright tail excitedly. He was expecting Suzy to make her
quick exit from the room and race off after the boys. His was ready
and eager to give chase. But when Suzy didn’t budge a flicker of
disappointment showed momentarily in his eyes and he sank back down
to lay on the floor beside Suzy. He wanted to go outside and play
too, but waited faithfully for Suzy.

"Aren’t you going out to play with the boys?"
Sally asked Suzy.

Suzy shook her head. "No," she said. "Patch
and I would rather stay here with you and keep you company.” She
gave the dog an affectionate stroke about the side of his face and
squeezed him playfully beneath his chin. “Wouldn’t we, Patch?"

Patch leaned his head heavily into Suzy’s
hand and his little tail picked up it’s metronome pace. The look in
his eyes while Suzy spoke to him was a look of adoration. He made
little groaning sounds deep in his throat as she stroked him.

Sally picked up Suzy's hand and lightly
squeezed it. "That dog really does love you, you know, Suzy. Go and
take him outside and go play with the boys on the swing," she told
her. "I'll be perfectly fine. I promise, I will," she assured the
child.

Suzy reluctantly picked herself up from the
floor. Patch stood up at the same time. "We don't mind staying here
with you,” she said, now looking down at the dog. “Do we,
Patch?"

The little dog barked once and slanted his
head to one side, waiting for that high rise of excitement in the
tone of voice that would give him every indication he’d be going
outside to join the boys, who were now calling out for Suzy to come
out.

Sally bent down and pats the dog’s head
before giving Suzy’s arm a reassured squeeze. "You're always so
very considerate, Suzy. I love you - I really do. And I appreciate
your concern, but you run along and have some fun. Patch is just
dying to get out there."

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Suzy asked Sally,
whom she had long since come to look upon as the only real mother
figure in her life.

Sally gave her an endearing smile. It was a
great comfort to her knowing how much Suzy cared for her well
being. She loved Suzy like she was her very own daughter. "I am
truly okay, Suzy - really I am," she insisted. "There is absolutely
no reason at all for you to worry yourself," she said. "Now away
with the both of you," she said finally, dismissing her and the dog
from the room with a wave of the hand.

Suzy sauntered over to the door with Patch
close to her heel. She stopped at the doorway and gave Sally a
little wave of the hand before she and the dog made their exit.

Alone in the lounge, which served as a
make-shift classroom, Sally got up from where she was sitting and
went to the kitchen to catch the news on the radio and make herself
a cup of tea, which she hoped would ease the horrid nauseous
feeling in her tummy that had not left her.

Having made herself a cup of tea Sally stood
at the kitchen’s large bay window overlooking the huge backyard of
the property which was surrounded by towering trees and dense
native bush. She found the observation of her sons at the far end
of the yard as they went through their antagonistic ritual, which
she was well accustomed to, of boys being boys, a little amusing.
It took her mind off the worry and anguish of what may have
happened to her sister. She even found herself smiling while
watching her sons teasing Suzy with the rope which hung down to
within three feet of the ground from a high branch of a tall
pohutakawa tree. The rope had a big knot at the end. It was the
children’s swing. William Ryan had made it for them some years
back, not long after the little house they were living in was
built.

Making sure Suzy couldn’t get her hands on
the rope swing, the boys ran with the end of it and threw it back
and forth to each another. Time and time again Suzy tried had to
catch a hold of the rope by running after it. To Patch, it was an
exciting game, he was happy to sprint up and down the yard barking
like mad and jumping up at the rope every chance he got near it.
For Suzy, though, it wasn’t any fun at all, because she wanted to
ride on the swing and the boys just would not let her have it.

After having run many times back and forth
between the brothers without success, Suzy finally gave up. Puffing
and nearly out of breath from all the running she had done, she
stopped midway between the boys with arms stiffly at her side and
began to stamp her foot angrily. Patch at her side, waiting for her
to begin running again. "You'se are not being fair," she declared,
her little shoulders rising and falling under the strain of her
labored breathing. "Can I have a go? Please!"

Suzy's demands carried little weight for
either of the boys. They found her stomping-of-the-foot behavior
highly amusing and laughed harder than ever, while continuing to
taunt her, throwing the rope as close to her as possible, but
always just out of her reach.

Sally, by now had become less amused by her
sons' mean actions and slightly annoyed with herself for having let
the tormenting of Suzy go on for as long as it had without making
any attempt to intervene. She slid one side of the paneled bay
window open and leaned outside. "You boys cut that out!" she
called. "Stop being spiteful and give her a turn on the swing!"

The sound of their mother’s voice brought
their laughing to an abrupt silence. All eyes were on Sally.

Billy was left holding the rope. The
demanding tone in his mother’s voice was enough of a deterrent for
him not to defy her. Grudgingly he strode with the swing to where
Suzy was standing and pushed it at her. "Here," he said. "Take
it."

Not being the type of child to put any
emphasize on the fact that she had won out in the end, Suzy humbly
accepted the rope from Billy. She was graceful in her victory over
the older boys, and after beaming a wide smile in Sally’s direction
she offered a word of advice to the Billy and Steven, loud enough
for Sally to hear: "One day you boys are going to grow up and learn
how to treat a lady like you are supposed to." Then, running as
fast as her legs could carry her, with Patch keeping up with her
and barking his head off, she swung into the air with her legs
entwined about the knotted end of the rope.

Sally giggled softy to herself and was
pleased, at least the diversion had taken the sting out of the
discomfort she was feeling in her stomach. Thankfully, it had eased
considerably enough for it not to bother her too much.

It wasn't until she’d closed the window,
switched on the radio and was filling the electric jug at the sink
that she the pains in her stomach returned with an excruciating
vengeance just at the moment when the first item of news was being
broadcaster.

"It has now been confirmed that in the early
hours of this morning on state highway one, 25 kilometers North of
Wellington, New Zealand's wealthiest man, William Ryan and his wife
Susan were both killed when their car was involved in a head on
accident after colliding with a stock truck and trailer unit. The
main trunk line was closed for two hours and traffic had to be
diverrrr.."

A sudden numbness took hold of Sally, the
half-filled kettle she was holding beneath the running tape dropped
from her slackened fingers, clattering loud in the sink and
pitching a shard of chilly water down her side, soaking her blouse.
The news reader's voice became no more than a muffled, inaudibly
strung out drone with no distinctive factors registering, until the
chill of the water against her skin triggered a bout of shivers,
jolted her numbed state of mind into acknowledging the impact of
what she had just heard.

“Susan!” she said, softly, as the tears
formed to spill down her cheeks. Her whole body started trembling.
"No," she cried, shaking her head and refusing to believe the
devastating news. Her fist came up to her mouth and she bit on it,
repeating the words over and over again: "No! No! No! Susan!
No.”

The pains in her stomach became so
excruciating unbearable she buckled over and leaned against the
kitchen sink to hold herself up. Through the tears that blurred her
vision she tried to focus on the children. They were still playing.
In her moment of deep despair, she was at least thankful for
Patch’s loud, boisterously barking while placing a hand over her
mouth to smother the full force of the scream rising up from within
her. “NO-O-OO!” she cried out. “Not Susan!”

The telephone began to ring quite near her on
the wall, breaching the continued drone of the newsreader's voice.
Sally snatched up the receiver before its chirping had completed
its second cycle. “Yes. Hello,” she cried with clipped urgency.
With no immediate reply, she prompted the caller to speak. “Talk to
me, will you for Christ sake!” she yelled hysterically.

On the other end of the line Phillip Jenkins
paused before he spoke. The desperation in Sally’s voice was
indication enough to let him know she had heard of the tragedy
involving her sister and brother-in-law. Due to a problem with the
telephone line he had been unsuccessful in reaching her for almost
an hour to break the news as best he could. Now he finally had her
on the line he found he was unable to get the words out as quickly
as he wanted.

Up until that moment the only voices Sally
had ever heard on the private telephone line had been those of her
sister, Susan, and her sister’s husband, William.

“Hello, Mrs Curtis,” Phillip said softly.
“This is Phillip Jenkins from Wellington.

Sally pressed the receiver to her ear with
both hands. "Tell me it's a mistake,” she sobbed. “Please! Tell me
it’s not true!”

“At this stage, unfortunately, Mrs Curtis, I
am unable to give you definite confirmation.”

There was a glimmer of hope Sally told
herself and she clung to it. “You’re telling me you don’t know? But
I heard it on the radio - on the news.”

“They’ve been known to get it wrong before,
Mrs Curtis. In this instance, they’ve gone ahead and made an
assumption based on the registration of the car involved in the
accident. No formal identification of the bodies has yet been made
to verify their claim.”

“Their car could’ve been stolen. It happens
all the time.”

“I do agree with you, Mrs Jenkins. It does
happen all the time.”

Sally closed her eyes and pictured her
sister’s smiling face while clinging onto the arm of her husband.
Three words echoed over and over in her head. They are alive. They
are alive.

But the wishful image of her sister laughing,
arm in arm with her husband, was short lived, when Phillip
apologized for not being able to get in touch with her earlier and
went on to inform her the police had paid him a visit and were at
that very moment hunting the streets of Wellington to try and
locate Luke Ryan so he could help them identify the bodies. “If
they cannot locate Luke, I’ve told them I’ll go down to the morgue
myself and check out the bodies.”

“It sounds to me you’re convinced it is
them.”

Phillip shook his head, and made a mental
note not to drink again so early in the morning. “I’m sorry if I’ve
given you that impression, Mrs Curtis,” he said. “I didn’t mean to
imply anything by it. I was thinking purely along the lines of
elimination. The sooner we can clear up the identities the better
it will be for all concerned.”

For security reasons he kept the conversation
with Sally as brief as he possible, always bearing in mind William
Ryan gravest fears of the possible likelihood someone, with the
sole motive of making an attempt to kidnap his daughter, may have
breached the security of the private telephone line and be
listening in on their conversation. He did, however, stress the
fact she should also prepare herself for the worst scenario, that
the bodies could well be those of her sister and brother-in-law. If
that proved to be the grim outcome he told her he would get back to
her promptly and make arrangements for her and the children to be
flown to Wellington without delay. On that note he ended the
conversation with Sally and the line went dead.

Out in the backyard of the house Billy was
shouting at Suzy to give him a go on the swing. Steven, by this
time had lost interest and was heading back to the house. Sally
didn’t hear Steven when he walked into the kitchen behind her to
find her doubled over the sink and sobbing into her hands.

Steven had never before seen his mother in
such a distressed state as she was now.

Sally was totally unaware of Steven's
presence until he was standing right beside her. "What’s wrong,
Mum?" he asked, quietly. "Why are you crying? What's the
matter?"

Sally was startled at the sound of her son's
voice and quickly tried to wipe away the tears from her face, as
she straightened up to face him. "Steven," she blurted, in a short
gasping breath, while looking about the kitchen to see that he had
come in on his own. "I’m sorry you had to find me like this,” she
told him, now gazing through the kitchen window at Suzy and Billy
still in a heated confrontation over the swing, with little Patch
yapping like the referee in a Chinese boxing ring. She sniffed back
the tears. “I didn't hear you come in. I’m glad Suzy’s didn’t come
in with you. Right now I couldn’t face her."

Steven put his hand on his mother’s shoulder.
"Why? What's happened? What’s it got to do with Suzy?"

Sally put her arms about Steven and drew him
close and tried to regain her composure. But holding him close, in
an effort to comfort herself proved to much for her, and more tears
spilled from her eyes before she was finally able to speak. "I
heard some terrible news on the radio. They said, your Auntie Suzan
and Uncle William had an accident in their car and…” She choked
back the tears and continued. “And - and they’ve both been
killed.”

Steven pushed away from his mother, still
enfolded in her arms, and gazed up into his mother’s tear-filled
eyes. “Mum. That’s terrible,” is all he could manage, while shaking
his head.

“It’s not been confirmed yet, son. But I just
had a call from your uncle’s lawyer, he said the bodies haven’t
been identified yet and there is a possibility the man on the radio
was wrong. But I’m not so sure about that. I’ve had a bad feeling
something’s wrong ever since early this morning, long before I got
out of bed. I just knew my sister was hurt, that something bad had
happened to her. That’s why I’ve not been feeling too good all
morning. They said their car collided with a truck. William’s
lawyer said the car could well have been stolen, but he wasn’t
convincing.”

“He might be right, though, Mum,” Steven
said, now following his mother’s gaze to look out the kitchen
window to see his brother and Suzy were in a bitter dispute over
the swing. "Do you want me to go and get Suzy?" he asked after a
brief silence.

"No, Steven. Not yet," she told her son,
wiping her blurry eyes. "I’ll wait until I here back from your
Uncle William’s lawyer. Miracles do happen. The car could have been
stolen. If he’s wrong and it is them, I’m going to have a hard time
telling her she’s never going to see her mum and dad ever again. I
need a bit of time. I'm a mess right now! I need to lay down for a
while, to clear my head, so I can think straight. I should hear
back anytime from your Uncle William’s lawyer."

Steven nodded. He had a plan in his head.
"Okay then,” he said. “I'll go back outside and keep Billy and Suzy
busy until I hear the phone ring. Then you’ll know. And if you call
out to me I’ll know its okay and it wasn’t them in the accident.
But if you don’t call out to me,” he paused. Then I’ll know it was
them in the accident and I’ll try and keep them busy somehow so you
can have more time to think how you’re going to tell Suzy. If I
can’t keep them outside I’ll put a video on for them so then maybe
they won't come and bother you." He looked at his mother. “That
sound alright to you, mum?”

Sally hugged her son. “Fine,” she said. “If I
call you, you’ll know everything is okay. If I don’t,” she shrugged
her shoulders. “You’ll know it was them, and Suzy will have lost a
mum and dad, and I’ll have lost my sister.” She shook her head and
brushed the tears from her eyes. “I hope to God you’re going to
hear me calling you from the top of my lungs.”

Steven broke away from his mother. “That goes
for me too, mum,” he told her and ran from the room to keep his
brother and cousin occupied.

 


*****


Chapter 5

 


Standing behind his battered, opened guitar
case, with an assortment of coins and bank notes lying in place of
the guitar, Luke Ryan, who had an excellent singing voice, was
performing an original composition, one of many he’d written, for
the benefit of a small gathering of people, outside Farmer's
Department Store in Wellington's down town Cuba Mall. Usually he’d
start busking about mid morning, but on this day he was out much
earlier, due to the hangover he was suffering from. His way of
handling a hangover was to down a thick McDonald’s chocolate
milkshake and then get right into his music.

Luke was a rugged looking character who
always wore his faded blue denim jacket and patched denim jeans. At
just over 6 feet tall in his leather, western style, Brazilian hand
made riding boots with worn souls. Lean and blue eyed with shoulder
length fine brown curly hair and sporting a full brownish-grey
beard, he looked much than his 36 years. The song he was singing
was entitled, NOTHING SEEMS TO GO ALL RIGHT FOR ME. It was his
favorite song, one of the first he’d written some nine years down
the track, when he was experiencing a low period of his life. He
called it his down in the dumps song at the time of composing it.
And, most often than not the song went down a treat with most
people who stopped long enough to hear it from beginning to end.
Little did he know, the number he’d chosen to kick start his day
would prove to be the theme of his day and many more to follow.

The song had a slow country rock kind of a
beat to it with a catchy melody and great lyrics. The first verse
went:

“NOTHING SEEMS TO GO ALL RIGHT FOR ME -
EVERYTHING I DO BRINGS MISERY - NOMATTER WHAT I MAY SAY - EVERBODY
TURNS AWAY - SEE THE MOON ROLLIN AS IT TURNS - SEE THE FIRE OF
DAYLIGHT AS IT BURNS - SO MUCH IS NATURE IN HARMONY - WHY CAN’T IT
BE THE SAME FOR ME’

As Luke was bringing the song to an end, two
uniformed police constables stepped through the crowd to stand
directly in front of him. Luke’s initial thought was they had not
dropped out of the sky to throw any kind of coinage into his guitar
case. He was aware of the lowering of their eyes in checking out
his meager takings, but he was sure they’re reason for being there
was to hassle him about his busker's license. The thought of their
giving him all kinds of grief to try and ruin his morning really
did put a sow note on an otherwise great finish to his masterpiece.
On previous occasions the police had seen fit to move him on
because he hadn't bothered renewing his busker’s license with the
city council. So, understandably, he was annoyed at the prospect of
losing what little audience he had because of their presence.
Bearing that in mind, he gestured to the crowd with a tilt of the
head and a roll of the eye balls, as if to say in mute terminology:
hey man - here we go again, these guys want to give me some
grief.

A few like-minded folk standing close by to
Luke nodded and gave the cops the filthiest of looks before
shuffling on their way to where ever they had to be, while the
curious few hung around like vultures not wanting to miss out on
any juicy confrontation that may be brewing. Where the police were
involved there was always some curiosity seekers. And there were
also the odd face among the crowd who may have known Luke was the
brother of New Zealand’s richest man, who’d heard the news on the
radio and new full well what the two policemen were interested in
speaking with Luke about, but weren't about to let on and spoil his
surprise. Perhaps they even thought Luke new his brother had been
killed in an accident and was singing his down in the dumps song as
an extended expression of his morose state of mind, simply dealing
with it the only way he know how.

Bringing the song to an impromptus end,
Luke's manner in acknowledging the presence of the law, in his face
so to speak, fell way short of being the least genial of
salutations as one might imagine. He leaned as far forward as he
could until the two fresh faced constables were almost brushing the
chins on his beard, so nobody else but them could he the words
rolling from his mouth. "Fuck you guys," he said, in a course and
harsh tone that could well have given someone with a bad heard the
need of resuscitation. They were quite startled. Both taking a
small step backwards as he continued. "Isn't there enough crime out
there for you to handle without pestering the likes of me?"

Neither one of the constable seemed overly
enthused by Luke's venomous remark. "Well, Mr Ryan," one constable
said. "Let's pretend we didn't hear that, shall we? As it happens
we've been trying to track you down for some hours. Pestering you
is not the name of our game."

The constable’s clipped lecture went no way
at all in preventing a section of Luke’s fans from wondering
off.

To Luke, seeing anybody walking off was good
money down the drain in any busker's language. “You guys really
piss me off, you know that!” he told the constables. And to get the
cops out of his hair and on their way he produced his busker's
license from the flap pocket of his denim jacket and flashed it in
their faces. “Satisfied now? So bugger off and leave me alone. Go
and take care of the real criminals, why don’t you!”

"Just one question, Mr Ryan," one of the
constables went on, showing little interest in the document being
waved in his face. "Have you heard the news this morning?”

"No," Luke answered, stuffing his busker's
license back into his pocket. His eyes expressed curiosity. "What's
the news got to do with me?” he asked.

The second constable plowed right into it.
“Its real bad news, I'm afraid, Mr Ryan."

That kind of talk sent a prickling shiver up
Luke's spine, all the way to the back of his neck. “So?” he asked.
What's to be afraid of? Why the fuck does the bearer of bad news
always have to say that? He looked the man in the eyes and prompted
him. "Out with it. Don't keep me in suspense, man!"

"It's to do with your brother, Mr Ryan," he
continued. “He and his wife were in a fatal road accident in the
early hours of this morning. Their car was in a head on collision
with a truck and trailer."

The mention of the word fatal, had the framed
photograph of Susan's smiling face, which took pride of place on
Luke’s dresser back at his bedsit, flashing before his eyes, and a
lump formed in his throat. The muscles in his stomach felt like
they were being tightly twisted into a knot by a pair of powerful,
unseen hands. He was surely going to faint, he thought, when his
vision blurred momentarily followed by a few seconds of dizziness.
The unsteady feeling left as quick as it had come, and Luke's eyes
renewed their focus.

One of the constables expressed his sympathy.
"We're very sorry for having to give you this news, Mr Ryan."

Luke swallowed the lump in his throat.
"You're telling me they're dead - both William and Susan? You're
telling me that?"

"That's correct, Mr Ryan,” the constable went
on. “Apparently, from what we’ve been told, they both died at the
scene before the ambulance got to the scene. They never stood a
chance.”

Luke closed his eyes and pressed a shaking
hand to his forehead. His mind was a picture-house of faces, mainly
those of Susan, at various stages of their relationship. "She's
gone," he said aloud, his voice trembling to the verge of
breaking.

The constables stood by, watching, as Luke
pocketed his takings and put his guitar away in its case. He took
his time in snapped the guitar-case shut.

“This isn’t going to be easy for you, I can
understand, Mr Ryan. But we would appreciate your coming with us to
the morgue so you can identify the bodies for us. Only of course if
you feel you're up to it right now."

Luke accepted. Although the last person he
ever wanted to see dead was the woman he loved, he knew he had to
see for himself that she was in fact dead. Until he saw her
lifeless body, as far as he was concerned she would never die.

A familiar voice had been calling from out to
Luke as he had walked with the two constables to where their car
was parked at the end of the mall. At the car Luke turned and
spotted the man, carrying a guitar hurrying through the throng of
pedestrians to get to him. It was his mate, Swampy.

“Hey Swamp,” Luke said, as Swampy approached
him. “You’ll give yourself a bloody heart attack running like that
this hour of the day.”

Swampy was huffing to catch his breathe. He
leaned heavily against the police patrol car. “Tell me about it,”
he managed, between gasping breaths. “Where are you off to, mate?
You in some sort of trouble, or what?” When the police had seen him
earlier that morning inquiring where they might find Luke, they’d
kept him in the dark what it was about.

Luke placed his guitar case in the back of
the police car. He shook his head. “Nothing like that, mate. You’re
like me, Swampy. You haven’t heard the news either.”

“No, man. What’s the guff?”

“It’s me brother. He’s gone and killed
himself,” Luke told his mate, looking away from Swampy, like it was
no easy task to tell him the rest. He cleared his throat and forced
himself to say the words he had difficulty getting out. “They
reckon Susan was killed too, mate. That’s where I’m off to now. To
the morgue to I D them.”

Swampy new how much Susan had meant to Luke
and he took the news badly. His jaw dropped. He draped his massive
arm over Luke’s shoulder. “Hey, man,” he said, with an uneasy edge
in his voice. “I’m real sorry, mate!” He looked into Luke watering
eyes and hugged him close. “I’m here for yuh, Luke. If you need to
talk.”

“Yeah, Swamp. I appreciate that, man,” Luke
said, breaking away from the man’s embrace. “I’d better be on me
way now, eh. Can’t keep these guys waiting.”

Swampy stood back as Luke climbed into the
back seat of police car and pulled the door shut.

As the car moved away from the curb, Swampy
waved to his friend and shook his head angrily. “Fuck!” he cursed.
In no mood to go singing, he made a mental note to drop in on his
mate later, knowing Luke would be in need of some company.

 


*****


Chapter 6

 


Had someone told Luke he'd be riding in a
police car on his way to the morgue that morning to see the bodies
of his dead brother and the woman he loved, he'd have answered:
Yeah right, it’d have to be about the same odds as winning first
division in Lotto. But, whatever the odds were destined to hand
him, here he was riding in the police car on the way to the morgue.
For Luke the morning seemed quite unreal, in fact is seemed more
like a horrible dream, one which he could not wake up from. His
brother's death he knew he could handle, but not Susan's. He had
always believed she would one day leave his brother and come back
to him.

Susan had left Luke, to run off with William,
less than 24 hours after meeting the man. Three weeks later she was
married to him. Luke was devastated. He never did get over the way
in which she had walked out of his life, and, for the nine long and
lonely years he kept women at arms length, showing no interest in
taking on another woman.

In the financial arena Luke could never have
competed with his wealthy brother in winning Susan back. All his
income came from busking in the streets. It would never have been
anywhere near enough to provide the kind of life style Susan had
obviously taken to like a flea to a shaggy dog. And, as hard as it
was for him to acknowledge the truth of the low status in life he
had in comparison to his brother. His brother's wealth and the
power that came with it were the prime contributing factors that
cost him the woman he loved. There had always been a kind of
nagging feeling in his gut, which he completely ignored, telling
him she wasn’t the right woman for him. Being the type of man he
was, content with the basic essentials in life, having vast sums of
money in the bank was not one of his ambitions. The only
possessions he prized were his songs and his guitar. In all honesty
to himself, even right up until the moment he learned of Susan
death, the only thing he had ever really been close to wasn’t a
person at all, but what he considered to be an extension of himself
- his cherished guitar. His guitar had been like a comforting
companion to him, propelling him to new found heights, transforming
his moods and feelings into a form of melodic harmony that gave him
a sense of complete satisfaction like nothing else had ever
done.

Prior to entering the morgue the constable
who accompanied Luke hesitated at the door, putting up his arm to
prevent him going further. Luke met his gaze. “What now? Don’t you
want me to go in?”

The constable was grim faced. “I thought it
only fair I should prepare you first, that’s all,” he said. "This
isn’t going to be easy, Mr Ryan. Particular in this case. The
injuries sustained by the male are quite horrific. I’m afraid he
was left with no recognizable facial features whereby anybody could
identify him. Unfortunately, dental records would be useless also.
The only way you’ll be able to identify him will have to be by the
rings he had on his fingers, I’m afraid. In the case of the woman,
that’s a different story. You won’t have trouble identifying her.
Her face was left relatively unmarked.”

Luke nodded his head when the constable
lowered his arm to give him access. Thank god for small mercies. I
didn’t want to see her beautiful face ripped to ribbons or damaged
in any way. “You’re very considerate in letting me know what I’m in
for,” he said, now entering the door of the morgue the prospect of
viewing some grotesque, lifeless form caused his stomach to churn.
“Thanks for that.”

The mortician was a tall grey-haired, blue
eyed man in his late fifties. Dressed in starched whites and
looking like doctor death devoid of facial expression while
standing over his lifeless charges. He greeted Luke with a crisp,
hello, and, with a manner of a salesman about to show off his
finest wares he actually smiled as he took hold of the sheet
covering one of the two bodies and peeled it back to where the
shoulders, as Luke came near to inspect the remains of his dead
brother.

He shuddered and gagged at the sight before
him.

The constable who had tried to prepare Luke
beforehand was standing with him. “Are you alright, Mr Ryan?”

Luke was unable to speak. The constable had
been right in what he had told him. All that remained of the once
thinking, talking, laughing, eating and listening human being, was
now a pulverized mix of raw flesh, bone, skin, and dried blood. The
skull looked like a jigsaw of fragmented bone caved in on a mass of
grey, which was the brain. Having been a long time since he'd last
seen his brother, Luke’s immediate recollection of him, in mind's
eye, drew a complete blank. My, God. Have I developed such a hatred
for him I can't for the life of me remember what he looked
like?

Only after Luke heard the constable speaking
was he able to take his eyes away from the grotesque form. He was
holding a clear plastic bag in his hand and asking Luke if he
recognized the bag’s contents consisting of a gold ring and a gold
Rolex wrist watch. “Did these belong to Mr William Ryan, sir?”

The thick banded gold ring had a one carat
diamond set in the center of a half sovereign coin. It was his
brother’s ring all right. The expensive Rolex had also belonged to
his brother. On seeing the items, particularly the ring, Luke’s
memory block regarding his brother’s face lifted, many vivid images
of his brother came rushing back to him.

"You do recognize these items, sir?" the
constable asked again.

Luke’s eyes were on the thickset gold ring
with its one carrot diamond mounted in the center of a half
sovereign gold coin. "Yes," he said. "Yes, I do. It’s William’s.
I’m absolutely positive."

The ring to William Ryan was a status symbol
of his success, representing all he had achieved from the early
stages in his phenomenally quick rise up the corporate ladder to
becoming New Zealand's wealthiest citizen.

Luke remembered the afternoon his brother had
first showed him the diamond ring. Being his usual gloating self,
William always took great delight at every opportunity that came
his way in promoting his image above that of his brother. He had a
cruel streak in him where ever Luke was concerned. He appeared to
get his rocks off putting Luke in his place, preferably down as low
as one could imagine, somewhere near the gutter level. The sort of
remarks coming from William’s mouth, Luke could never forget.
Remarks like. “Look at me little brother, aren’t you jealous
shitless out of you tiny little mind? Don’t you just wish you had
everything I’ve got?” But for all of William's self-boasting and
singing his own praises, Luke didn't really care how well his
brother had prospered. And he certainly was never jealous of any
material possessions his brother acquired. It wasn't in his nature.
Acting as if he'd been a man with the world at his feet, to do with
as he jolly well pleased. Luke remembered the impression he had of
William at the time, he had snidely remarked his brother was
strutting about like a boxer after winning the heavyweight title of
the world. In hindsight, he thought his remark probably did
encourage William's chest to stick out that much further - a bit of
a moral booster from the little brother who was going nowhere fast.
But Luke found humor in the immediate thought following hard on the
heels of his moral-boosting remark, when he’d said: Yeah, sure big
brother - you won clean and simple, without raising a sweet,
without throwing a punch, it was a sure-fired victory alright, but
only by default. As William had explained at the time, on the
morning of that day he had raised the money needed to purchase
enough shares to gain for himself the unopposed position of
managing director. William had really done his homework before
making his move. The company was cash strapped and its share price
was a virtual steal. It was for the prime real estate the company
owned that William had his sights on, which in the short term,
returned an exceptionally handsome profit and made William the
flavor of the month in the eyes of the shareholders.

"Let's face it, Luke," William had scoffed,
flapping his hand about under Luke's eyes like a woman showing off
a new, straight from the jeweler's shop, and not a bargain price
special, engagement ring. "Cost me the best part of forty grand!
Some of us have it and some of us don't!"

At that point Luke had been very tempted to
spill his thoughts, adding that his brother was beginning to act
like a right real poofter if ever he saw one. Instead he told him:
"Hell William, if I were you I wouldn't be able to get a good night
sleep for fear of some arsehole sneaking up on you in the dead of
night and chopping that fat little finger of yours off. In some
parts of the country that would just about buy a house!"

The chill factor of his immediate
surroundings snatched Luke from back from his quick trip down
memory lane. "Yes," Luke told the constable. "That is my brother's
ring all right. The Rolex was his too, no doubts about that."

The constable nodded to the mortician, who
was ready to attach a name tag on the corpse of William Ryan’s big
toe. ”I am satisfied this is William Ryan,” he said. “If we could
move on with the second identification.”

Luke waited, watching the mortician tidying
up his loose ends. His black sense of humor almost gave voice. Why
don’t you put a price on there while you’re at it? For a small
price you can buy the corpse of the richest kiwi in the land. He
managed to keep his black humor at bay.

The constable who gave Luke the impression he
was in a rush invited Luke to view the second body. "You won't have
any difficulty identifying this body, Mr Ryan," he said, indicating
for the mortician to remove the sheet from the head of the corpse.
"It's amazing, under the circumstances, how she received relatively
few wounds to her face."

Putting his dead brother’s last image in the
back of his mind, Luke willed upon himself to be strong and not
weaken in the face of such overwhelming anguish, torment, hurt and
deep seated anger, with an immeasurable tide of flooding sadness
that threatened to cause him to completely break down. He’d have
given anything to have seen Susan again, to have spoken with her,
to see her smile, to have held her in his arms and know the genuine
response of a woman in love with him. To see her now with no life
in her was almost too much for him to handle. He took his time,
letting his eyes rove, without much focus because of the swelling
volume of tears, to the lower, sheet-covered end of her body where
her feet were close together and her stiff cold toes formed a small
pyramid.

The constable’s eyes met with those of the
mortician and he shrugged his shoulders, as if to say: give him
some time, he’ll get round to it, eventually. “Are you okay, Mr
Ryan?” he asked finally.

Hell yeah! I feel on top of the world,
arsehole, like a million bucks. My head’s filled with some kind of
troubled confusion, that makes me want to ball my fucking eyes out!
But hey, don’t you get you balls in a knot, buster! I’ll do the
deed and we can be on our merry way. He didn’t answer the
constable. In his state of mind he thought he’d say something
offensive. Instead, his eyes traveled the full length of Susan’s
hidden body until they were finally steering, glassy and searching,
at the chalk-white complexion of Susan’s beautiful, unmarked and
lifeless face. Her eyes were shut and Luke thought she could well
have been sleeping, maybe she could even be dreaming about him. On
many a morning he had woken before she had and laid quietly
watching her looking exactly the same as she does now. Only now her
face was just that much whiter and the tell-tail signs of the
slightly flaring nostrils was not present. He looked at those
perfectly shaped nostrils and impressed upon the God Almighty to
put some life into them and make them move. Forever in his debt for
granting him his wish of Susan’s resurrection he vowed to go to
church every Sunday for the rest of his days, and be eternally on
his best behavior if only he’d grant him this one huge favor. But
God wasn’t listening or had way too much on his plate with other
more realistic chores to take care of in please his worshipping
flock of followers, and the tears ran fast, a steady streams to
water to be lost in his thick beard. Although it had been eight
long years since he had seen her in the flesh, Susan she remained
just as beautiful as he remembered.

During the ensuing deathly silence, following
he failed request of a miracle, an irrational thought invaded his
mind. In studying her closely a part of his brain told him she
wasn’t dead at all, that she was in fact pretending to be dead,
acting out some cruel and bizarre plot to try and avenge him for
letting her go so easily into the clutches of his greedy, selfish
brother without trying to put up a fight to get her back. But that
kind of illogical thinking disappeared as quickly as it had been
born, and in place of it came an overpowering, all consuming sense
of complete and utter loss, which pained him ten times more than
the hurt he’d experienced when she walked out on him, initially,
and the deathly silence was broken. "Oh, Susan," he cried,
acknowledging once and for all the prospects of never again
experiencing the joy of being in her bubbly, smiling, intoxicating
presence - of making passionate love to her - of feeling the heat
of her lips excite parts of his body - of hearing the sexy tone in
her whispering voice carry his name along with other rushed and
urgent mutterings close to his ear as they both drew ever nearer to
reaching a powerfully explosive orgasm together as one.

Luke's grieving thoughts were brought
abruptly to an end on hearing the noise of a loud ruckus coming
from outside the building. The second constable who had been
waiting in the patrol car came rushing into the room. “There’s a
media frenzy gathering out there,” he told everyone. “Looks like
we’d better make a move. That pack of reporters are waiting for any
information they can get their hands on. So, if you've finished
here, Mr Ryan. I think we'd best make a move and get you away from
here quick as we can."

Luke bent over Susan’s still form and kissed
her forehead. “Until I see you in another time and space. Goodbye
my darling!”

Having established the identities of the
bodies one of the constables phoned Inspector Jefferies, who in
turn rang Phillip Jenkins to let him know their assumption made
early that morning of the bodies being the Ryans had been correct.
Phillip Jenkins then had the task of informing Sally Curtis.

"If we're all done here now, Mr Ryan?" one of
constables asked, touching Luke on the arm in a gesture that told
him they should leave. "If you're ready we'll give you a ride to
where ever you'd like us to drop you."

Luke didn't budge. He shook his head, like he
didn't much care. He was having troubles enough just getting his
legs to move in the direction of the exit. Having to leave Susan's
corpse to be returned to a refrigerated tomb, seemed like an
impossible task for him without some sort of physical prompting.
"That won't be necessary," he said. "I think I'd much rather walk
if you don't mind. Thanks all the same. I’ll get my guitar out of
your car and let you guys be on your way."

The mortician took the nodding head of one of
the constables as his queue to go about his business, and under the
watchful eye of Luke, was not in the least bit hesitant in
re-shrouding Susan's body and whisking it away to deposit back to
its chilly compartment.

Outside the mortuary, against the advise of
the two constables whom again offering to give him a ride, Luke
picked up his guitar from the patrol can and made his way to cross
to the other side of the road where he walked straight into a pack
of reporters who stepped in front of him, blocking his path with
cameras flashing and waving microphones to record whatever he may
wish to tell them, or cause him a serious eye injury.

"Mr Ryan, Sir," came the first volley of
rapid questions coming from a tall, thickset gentleman, big enough
to've been playing as a loose-forward for the All Blacks, walking
backwards directly in front of Luke. "Have you got anything to say
about the death of your brother and your sister-in-law?"

Not at all interested by the suited-up
brigade, making forceful demands on him, Luke momentarily regretted
his hasty decision in declining the offer of a ride in the back of
the police patrol car.

In reply to the loose-forward’s question,
Luke aimed the head of the guitar case purposely, without losing
stride, to impact squarely between the reporter's legs.

The loose forward was reduced to a flapping
mid-off with no more questions forth-coming, miming his tortured
predicament without voice and fading out of Luke’s peripheral focus
to be lost in the pursuing stampede of his fellow reporters.

"We want to know about your niece," asked a
reporter from the Dominion. "Is she coming back from Australia now
to live in New Zealand? Will you be taking over as her
guardian?"

“I’ve got nothing to say,” Luke told them
all, guitar-case at the ready, while wading through the throng and
watching for that next loose forward to come face to face with him
to experience the scrotum shuffle. “Piss off and get outta my way,
before someone really gets hurt.”

It was a spectacle both constables sitting in
the patrol car had witness with a degree of amusement. They were
laughing and did nothing to intervene. It was quite obvious Luke
could pretty much take care of himself. “There goes a man on a
mission,” one of them said.

The other agreed, sensing how much agony the
reporter must be suffering. He was cringing in his seat. “Ouch,” he
said. “That poor bastard won’t be in a hurry to get back to
work.”

“I bet his eyes are watering plenty right
now.”
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