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Part One

Ted
Starling

Chapter One

1 February 1998
Auckland New Zealand -

Living alone
had become a way of life for Ted Starling, and dying alone would
offer little difference. Death was upon him and he was ready. He’d
been ready for a while – more than ten years.

When he’d first
received the news ten years were more than he’d dared hope for, but
with an inner strength he’d willed himself toward his special task.
Death had taken longer than expected in catching up to him, but he
had always been ready to renew his resolve to set the record
straight; as he had now done. In retrospect, had he known he’d have
ten years he would certainly have taken a different course of
action. He’d really believed back then that he was a dead man, and
thus there was no risk. Had he been assured of those ten years, he
never would have dared. Other options had been open to him so, with
no regard for the consequences, he had planned and schemed and for
the sheer hell of it, acted on that crazy plan.

It had
worked!

He’d never been
fazed by the thought of death, remaining calmly unafraid. It was
inevitable, he’d been told, and his acceptance gave him strength.
Death had never been a stranger to him. What can you do if you’re
not afraid? You can do anything. Just remove the risk, and Mother
Nature had a hand in that with amazing results. Ted had little say
when she called time on the clock. She made the booking with the
Grim Reaper and it was goodnight nurse. No need to pack a bag.

He sat alone,
staring across the sparkling expanse of the Waitemata Harbour to
where the ominous dark cone of Rangitoto dominated the backdrop of
one of the world’s largest and most spectacular inland waterways.
This was an extinct volcano – something else that had been given
the death sentence hundreds of years before – yet its image
remained to play an everyday part in thousands of Aucklanders’
lives.

Ted never tired
of his waterfront apartment in Mission Bay. The view was always
stunning but today it was different, with the Whitbread Round the
World Yacht Race just underway. He was able to ignore his personal
problems for a few moments as he took in the scene before him.

Nine months,
nine ports, nine yachts; that was the Whitbread this year. It was
difficult to live in Auckland and not know about yachting. Sailing
was a way of life for the remote nation of New Zealand. Today, the
glamour and hype of the four-yearly event had attracted a massive
band of spectators, all waving off the mighty Whitbread 60s on
their fifth leg into the Southern Ocean. Conditions could not have
been better. A scorching sun hovered in a cloudless sky as the
starter’s gun despatched the nine crews into the fifteen-knot
northeasterly. There was no way out for them now. A sprint down the
east coast into the savage southern seas, then round the Horn and
on to Sao Sebastiao in Brazil. The Whitbread Round the World Yacht
Race was the hardest race for the hardest of men. It sounded easy,
but that wasn’t so. There were plenty of hazards on this playboys’
cruise, with random offerings of mist-shrouded icebergs, partially
submerged shipping containers that were prone to appearing at the
wrong time, and gale force winds that set ice on the rigging,
continually threatening to freeze the air in your lungs.

No way out for
them and no way out for me, thought Ted as he watched Swedish
Match, Merit Cup and Toshiba, along with the six other contenders,
battle for advantage; sucking the hornet’s nest of a spectator
fleet into their wake as they set course for the Rangitoto Channel
and on to the Hen and Chicken Islands. Not that he could tell which
yacht was which from where he sat. They were just yachts; beautiful
ocean going yachts that together with the colourful array of
support-craft, peppered the startling blue of the Waitemata Harbour
like confetti on a bridesmaid’s gown.

Not only was
this to be Ted Starling’s last year, it was also the last year of
the Whitbread. New sponsors already had a hold on the promotion.
This year the trophy was provided by Volvo, and all future races
would carry the name ‘The Volvo Round the World Yacht Race’. Sad
really; the Whitbread was a tradition, yet money was the factor.
That’s what it’s all about. Big business or small business, it was
big business. Money, money, money. That’s what had started this
whole thing for Ted and that’s what had ended it. Money, money,
money; and for money, read Greed.

He turned away
from the window and the cheering crowds thronging the sea wall of
Tamaki Drive below to silence the blast of Pete Montgomery’s voice
echoing from the stereo system in the next room. Pete’s commentary
could make paint drying sound exciting and, as usual, he’d excelled
with his description of the yachts and the colourful scene
supporting them.

Enough of this
business; back to more important things. From a drawer in his desk,
Ted withdrew a small box, fashioned from native timber. Opening the
lid he emptied its contents onto the blotter, choosing to ignore
the collection of dress cuff-links and fanciful tie pins that
cascaded onto the pad. Instead, he reached for the audio cassette
that seemed strangely out of place among the sparkle and glitter of
his sartorial adornments. He slid it into a large manila envelope
and added the single unspent round of nine millimetre ammunition
that had fallen to the floor.

The letter was
already inside the envelope. It had taken him the best part of a
week to write and rewrite, and Ted strongly resisted the temptation
to read it again, change it again. No: it was done. It was time to
tell all. He laughed aloud. For years he had been longing to tell
someone but had not risked any one’s confidence. Not even Maxie,
his closest friend, for fear of losing his respect. As a story, it
was too good not to tell. Now it would be told, and was sure to
raise a few eyebrows as Ted revealed his secret from the grave.

He sealed the
envelope, placed it on the blotter, then sat back in his chair and
ran his mind back over a decade to when he’d first heard the news.
It was just a shortage of breath and a slight dizzy spell that had
prompted an overdue check up with his general practitioner.

“Probably
nothing to worry about, Ted, but might as well do the business. The
usual; we’ll take some X-rays, some blood tests.”

They’d known
each other for years. Tom Fallon had been Ted’s GP since first
setting up practice in Mt Eden in 1963. They were good mates.
They’d first met at Mt Albert Grammar soon after Ted’s arrival in
New Zealand. That was 1946 and since then they’d done most things
together; cricket, rugby, the works. This made it all the harder
for Tom to reveal the truth.

“Come on, Tom.
What are you on about? You’re joking, right?”

Tom wasn’t
joking.

“Twelve,
eighteen months, if you’re careful. I’m sorry.”

“But I’m only
fifty-two. I feel great. I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.”

Sadly,
tiredness is a symptom of heart disease.

Ted replaced
the links and pins in the box and put the box back in its drawer.
He lovingly fondled the brass army cap badge that was his treasure.
Although worn smooth from constant polishing, the head and
shoulders of the old George V1 were still clearly defined. Ted’s
Dad had slipped it into his palm the night he went off to war, and
Ted had cherished that RASC emblem ever since. He slipped the badge
into his trouser pocket and reached for his gold Parker pen. With
graceful strokes he addressed the envelope, “Tom Fallon - GP -
Private and Confidential”, with bold strokes and flowing script,
finishing with a flourish of the broad gold nib. As an afterthought
he broke the seal on the envelope and slid the pen inside, then
again secured the contents. The pen, apart from its monetary value,
was a treasured possession and had often been admired by his GP
buddy. It had been part of an award for excellence in real estate
sales early in his career. Ted knew Tom would treasure it too.

He dropped the
envelope onto the blotter, picked up the handset of the phone and
dialled a number. Jessie, Tom Fallon’s receptionist, was quick to
answer.

“It’s just Ted
Starling, Jessie. I’m expecting Tom at four o’clock today. Just
checking that’s okay.”

He felt the
warmth of her smile down the phone as she replied.

“That’s fine,
Mr Starling. He’s at the Adventist until three-forty-five. He
should be right on time.”

Ted thanked her
and came off the phone checking his pocket watch. Checking the
time; checking the inscription: ‘Lizzie – forever’. A little over
an hour had passed since the one o’clock gun on the harbour, and he
focused his attention once more on the sea race. The rival yachts
were already out of sight up the Rangitoto Channel, but a confusion
of buffeting launches and sailing craft jostled for position in
their churning wake.

Ted drew the
heavy drapes that darkened the room, and then walked slowly across
to the door. A flip of his forefinger on the light switch bathed
the room in an artificial glow, and the tired man surveyed his home
one final time. For a few precious moments he stood before a framed
watercolour on the wall. A man and a woman with flaming red hair
leaned on the passenger rail of a steam ship with the golden rays
of a late afternoon sun spotlighting their obvious fascination for
each other. The artist had done his work well. With their arms
linked and foreheads touching, he’d captured one of those rare
moments of oblivion that comes with new love; true love. On the
rail below them, the heavy green letters ‘M V KESTREL’ stood out
clearly on a lifebelt.

Ted
acknowledged the figures with a smile.

“Be with you
soon, you two. I’m on my way. It won’t be long now.”

Fully
committed, he left the room, closing the door gently behind him. He
used the internal stairs to his garage below, where his faithful
Rover was waiting. The sleek machine was twelve years old and in
mint condition, showing only twenty-two thousand kilometres on the
clock. His body ached as he eased himself in behind the wheel and
enjoyed for the last time the clinging comfort of the leather
seating; just one of the reasons he had made it his own. He turned
the ignition key to fire the 3.5 litre engine into life. His face
registered no emotion as his hand sought the remote control and the
cedar panels of the garage door folded silently into the ceiling
and the rear vision mirror reflected to him his last images of a
disappointing world.

A deft touch on
the tape deck and the gentle strains of Mozart’s Piano Concerto 21
eased through his depression; seven and a half minutes of bliss and
in that time it would all be over. Applying the foot brake, Ted
playfully ran the gear lever through each of the settings before
settling it once again in Park. He touched the remote button again
and the door swept gently downwards, to settle with a dull thud and
shut out forever the summer glare and the last sunshine in his
life. The driver’s seat reclined smoothly and he grunted in
appreciation as the leather headrest cupped itself firmly against
the nape of his neck. With a final sigh he closed his eyes, and
eased himself back into a rest position, focusing on Mozart while
he waited for the engine’s toxic emissions to fill the Rover’s
sealed interior through the length of hose attached to the exhaust.
With the air conditioning switched off, the Rover’s cabin would
soon witness a swift and peaceful end. It was done.

“No more pain,
no more anger. No more, no more.”

It was
over.

“One little
Teddy boy, living all alone. He paid his debts in full and then
there was none.”


Chapter 2

October 1987.
The share market crash.

The rain was
unceasing. It rode in torrents on the crest of a blustering
south-westerly to lash the streets of Ponsonby. The staff car park
was almost empty as Ted parked his Commodore next to Vince Graham’s
Mercedes, and contemplated a lull in the weather before making a
dash to the rear entrance. A large red panel van parked close by
told him what he already knew; the workmen were back. The downpour
rebounded in foaming globules from its flat top with a deafening
sound. Deciding that waiting wasn’t an option, Ted clasped his
raincoat-collar tightly around his ears and charged frantically for
the door.

Ted was into
his fifties, but he could still raise a gallop. His muscular frame
and dark complexion was still capable of turning female heads at
the gym. Turning them away, was a comment he often made. His sense
of humour was always close to the surface no matter what the
circumstance.

It was eleven
fifteen.

He entered a
world of screeching skill saws and exploding Ramset guns. Work in
progress, and Trevor and his team were at it in a big way. Ted
stepped nimbly over off-cuts of dressed timber and spiralling coils
of electrical extension leads to present himself at the main desk
of Grayco Realty Ltd. Gail, calm as ever, was engrossed in her
duties with phones ringing and lights flashing in all directions.
Grayco Realty was one of the most successful offices in the large
chain of real estate companies trading nationally under the Green
Belt umbrella.

Gail smiled and
waved a welcome as Ted checked the message book and headed for his
desk. His raincoat dripped water, but he didn’t remove it. He had a
meeting with Graham right now and the pockets contained items he
would need. He’d literally been living for this moment for over a
year, yet with the moment upon him he felt surprisingly calm. The
scene was set and as the main player, his part in it had been
rehearsed time and time again. Now it was Show Time.

He ambled over
to Gail’s work station. The phones were quiet and before he could
say anything she said, “Ted, you’re soaked. You’ll catch your death
if you don’t get those wet things off. Do you want a coffee?”

“Thanks, but
no. I’m fine.” Gail was an invaluable office administrator. “I see
the Mercedes is in. Is there anybody with him?” She shook her head
and he continued. “Fine. I’ll be in with him for a while. Maybe
half an hour. See we’re not disturbed. No calls. It’s
important.”

“You’re game to
go in there,” she chirped, “he’s playing a blinder this morning.
And you’re supposed to be at training.”

He gave her a
wink and moved down the corridor towards Graham’s office. The skill
saw screeched. She yelled after him, “Don’t mention the share
market,” and more quietly to herself as she resumed her work, “not
if you know what’s good for you.”

Graham’s office
door was closed. Ted knocked sharply and entered without waiting to
be invited. Graham’s trade mark was luxury. He was seated in a
leather swivel chair, his back to the door, and he spun around
sharply as if resenting the intrusion. Both hands rested in his
lap. He was holding something that could have caused alarm, yet
didn’t. To Ted it was old hat, and he was pleased to see it; a
seven shot nine millimetre revolver that always took pride of place
on Vince Graham’s desk as an ornament-cum-paperweight. It was a
keepsake he’d rescued from a property with which he’d been involved
a few years before, and was always a strong talking-point among
visitors. There had never been ammunition for this relic, whose
dull metal casing glowed from regular polishing. Vince always
insisted it was useless: a toy.

He slammed it
down onto the desk and barked at Ted as he crossed the room.

“What the hell
are you doing here? You’re supposed to be at training.”

“I’m trained
enough, thanks. Trained enough for what I want to do.”

“And what is
that supposed to mean?” Graham didn’t wait for an answer. “You
jokers are all the same. A few sales, you make a few dollars, and
suddenly you know it all.”

“You always say
that, but if you were to listen for a change you might learn
something,” Ted fired back. He walked around to the front of the
desk. “That’s what you’re going to do now; listen.”

Graham half
rose from his seat, then sank back down, still snarling. “Oh, it’s
going to be like that, is it? Well you’d better sit down and make
it quick. We’ve got a meeting at twelve. And take that bloody
raincoat off. You’re messing the place up.”

Ted sat down
without removing the coat.

“I’ve got forty
minutes, but it won’t take that long to say what I’ve got to
say.”

He watched as
Graham, obviously agitated, fidgeted with items on his desk. Ted
recognised the signs. He’d seen him this way on many occasions and
knew that inside he was ready to blow and was endeavouring to
compose himself. This time he maybe had a good reason, for word had
spread that he’d lost big on the share market.

“How many
Dunbar Sloane have you got?”

That first shot
across the bows made Graham stiffen to attention. It was a while
before he replied.

“That’s not
what you came to talk about; and anyway, what the hell has it got
to do with you?”

“Maybe nothing,
maybe something.” Ted paused. “How many?”

Graham broke
eye contact for a few moments and reached again for his seven
cylinder paperweight, spinning the empty chambers with a sweaty
thumb. He waited until the remote skill saw paused in its medley
then chopped the words out decisively.

“Two hundred
and fifty thousand.”

Small beads of
sweat stood clearly on his brow. With deliberation he set the
revolver on the desk and reached for a starched linen handkerchief
to absorb the moisture. Ted felt the beginnings of victory rise
inside and slammed home his advantage.

“And St
Martins?”

Predictably,
Graham blew and exploded from his chair.

“Look, it’s
just a hiccup. It’s only money. Just a dent in the panel work. You
win some, you lose some.” He circled the room then returned to his
chair. “Somebody knew something, somewhere down the line. St
Martins?” He fought with himself before spitting out his reply.
“Three hundred thousand. How do you like them apples?”

Ted smiled
warmly inside. St Martins before the crash had been quoted at one
dollar forty five cents, a reasonably new float, and Dunbar Sloane
had been seesawing on one dollar ten for months. Now, each was
worth nothing, having been wiped from the stock exchange lists. He
reached across the desk and picked up the revolver. He held the gun
to his temple and squeezed the trigger, whistling as the hammer
fell on the empty chamber.

“Looks like a
job for Super Gun,” he sneered.

Graham cleared
the desk top with one savage sweep of his forearm. Pens, papers,
blotters, diary, all cascaded to the floor.

“Don’t you
believe it,” he snarled. “Not while your arsehole points down. It
would take more than this. This is just a hiccup. Nothing I can’t
handle.”

The sweat was
streaming now and the top button on his YSL shirt strained under
threat.

A quick intake
of breath from Ted.

“Do you call
something over a half million dollars a hiccup?”

The room went
silent. He looked at his watch. Eleven twenty-five. It was almost
time.

Graham spoke.
“Anyway, that was just part of it. All told I’m up for one point
five.”

“One point five
million?”

“Give or take.”
He nodded and produced another handkerchief. He dried his forehead;
he dried his palms. The screech of Trevor’s skill saw was
relentless from outside. Graham waved his hands in the air.

“How in hell’s
name is anyone supposed to work with that racket going on?”

Ted rose from
his seat.

“Give me a
minute and I’ll be back.”

“I thought you
wanted to talk.”

“I do. Give me
a minute.”

Ted opened the
door and construction noise swelled into the room. It was ear
shattering. Catching Trevor’s eye, Ted beckoned him over. The burly
builder removed his ear muffs and trudged in his direction.

“How’s things,
Ted? Making a quid?”

“Can’t
complain, Trev.” He peeled two twenties from a lean wad from his
back pocket and thrust them under Trevor’s nose. “A couple of
things that have got to be taken care of here and we need a bit of
quiet. Why don’t you take the lads for an early lunch? We’ll be
less than an hour. Make it one o’clock.”

Trev smiled and
the forty dollars disappeared inside a huge fist.

“The day’s
getting better all the time,” he said and signalled to his team to
shut down.

“It’s about to
get even better, Trev. Thanks a mill.”

He checked the
time on a gold fob watch secured to his waistband. It was eleven
thirty. Satisfied, he re-entered the room. Twenty minutes later he
emerged. The corridor was empty and still, a situation much
appreciated by Gail, who soldiered away on reception. Ted reached
for the message book saying, “He’s on the phone to Sydney. Looking
for off-shore money, I wouldn’t be surprised. He said for me to
start the meeting. Have any of the guys arrived yet?”

She shook her
head and gulped her coffee in a combined movement.

“I expect
they’ll be late,” she ventured. “It’s a cow of a day out there.
What did you do to get rid of the builders? I’m not going to lunch
until they get back. This peace and quiet is too good to miss.”

Ted wandered
off to the washroom with a smile, doing his Neil Diamond
impression: ‘but it can’t sing and dance and it can’t walk . .
.’

On his return
he found the bulk of the staff had arrived. Morgan White was a big
man who tested the reliability of the furniture when he slammed his
brief case onto his desk and dumped his ample frame into his swivel
chair.

“Another great
waste of time,” he moaned, “and you weren’t there. You’ll be lucky
to get away with that one.” He cocked his head in the direction of
Graham’s office. “He wasn’t there either. Is the meeting still
on?”

“The meeting’s
on, Morgan,” said Ted. “He’s on the phone to Aussie. He’s got a few
problems. I’m taking the meeting.” He raised his voice to include
everyone in the office. “Hey, gather round, you guys. Let’s see if
we can get this thing out of the way before the builders get back.
Vince is tied up on the phone. Like a few more of us, he got burned
with what’s happened. There’s a few things he’s got to sort
out.”

It was eleven
fifty-nine.

Like sheep, the
sales team rebounded from the coffee machine to the conference room
at the rear of the building, where the weekly sales meeting soon
got under way. Ted addressed them as he had done on many occasions
in Vince Graham’s absence.

“Obviously the
share market situation is going to affect everyone, both here and
out there. But it isn’t all bad. Let me tell you that. I’ve spent
the last half hour with Vince and he’s pretty messed up. But he
believes what I believe. There’ll be a lot of sad souls out there
who’ll find their mortgage is beyond them after this week. A lot of
them.”

“Yeah, and I’m
one of them,” bleated Morgan, creating sniggers all round.

Ted
continued.

“It is a fact
that the real estate market will be flooded with stock and prices
won’t just come down, they’ll tumble.”

He checked his
watch – twelve oh-nine – and thumped the table with
determination.

“It’s a great
time to buy,” he stated. “Don’t become emotionally involved with
your vendors, but do get involved. Do your job. As long as you are
the one involved with the listing, you are the one who’ll get paid.
Vendors will be looking for . . .”

He was cut
short by a detonation from the front of the building. “It sounds as
though the builders are back,” he said, and walked to the door
talking generally over his shoulder. “Give me a minute while I sort
these guys out.”

Gail was half
way to meet him as he left the hallway. “Gail, can you ask those
guys to hold fire for another half an hour? We should be done here
by then.”

“But that’s
what I was coming to see you about. They’re not back yet.”

“I heard the
gun,” he insisted.

“Yes, so did I,
but it wasn’t them. I’m really worried. I think something is
wrong.”

They walked
together to reception where the phones were ringing furiously. They
ignored them.

“What do you
think could be wrong?” he asked.

She hesitated,
fumbling with the choker pearls at her neck.

“Well . . . er,
Vince. I don’t know. It seemed . . . I thought that . . . he was
pretty . . .”

No more words,
just big appealing eyes. Ted pushed her away.

“Go. Get the
guys out here,” he snapped and hurried towards Graham’s office. He
tried the handle; the door was locked.

“Hey, Vince!
Open up.”

He banged
furiously on the wooden panel and the door trembled under his
touch, but remained in place. Suddenly there were sales staff
everywhere.

“What’s going
on?” someone yelled in his ear.

“I’ve got to
get this door open. Stand back. I’ll break it down,” he said
desperately.

“No!” gasped
Gail. “Don’t do that. I’ll get the key. I’ve got a key.”

She dashed back
to her desk and rummaged around in a drawer. Returning quickly, she
handed a key to Ted. As the door opened, Morgan grasped Gail by the
shoulders and drew her away.

“It might be
better if you wait here, honey. This might not be nice,” he said as
he glanced into the room over his colleagues’ shoulders. He took a
breath. “In fact, I think you had better call an ambulance, and the
police!”

Vince Graham
was seated in a most ungainly fashion in one of his two matching
armchairs by the window. He was not a pretty sight. His head hung
to one side. He was slumped forward with his arms hanging straight
to the floor. Always the smartest of dressers, his pink shirt front
and grey waistcoat were deeply affected by the flow of blood that
had stemmed from the centre of his chest. A pool of it had formed
on the carpet between his legs, and in that red mess lay the
harmless paperweight.

Cries of horror
and disbelief echoed around the building, with Ted and Morgan the
first to make any move toward the stricken man. They seemed to get
in each other’s way and Ted stumbled against the desk, dislodging
the phone, but even as they hesitated, Gail shouldered her way past
them and hurried to Vince’s side. The two men tried to restrain
her, but she resisted vigorously.

“I’m a state
registered nurse, for Christ sake. Let me get at him.”

Her trained
fingers feverishly sought a pulse. All was still in the room but
the sound of sobbing carried clearly from the corridor. Gail shook
her head sadly, trying the right wrist again to be sure.

“No. He’s
gone.”

She burst into
tears.


Chapter 3

The entire
staff had assembled in the conference room. Having been quick to
respond to Gail’s call, the police had sealed off the office and
surrounding areas, while a team of detectives in plain clothes
rounded up everyone in the building. Ted, being the last person to
see Graham alive, came in for heavy questioning, as did Gail, who
had spent the entire morning alone in the office while the sales
team was at training.

“Mr Starling,
you didn’t go to training with the rest of the team. Why was that?”
Detective Sergeant Luke Wallace’s questions were direct and without
empathy.

Ted Starling’s
reply was vague, accompanied by a shrug of the shoulders.

“There’s too
much training lately. I should have gone, in fact I would have
gone, but what with the weather and a few other things, I decided
not to.”

“What other
things?”

“You read the
papers, don’t you? You might even have a few shares yourself.”

Wallace shook
his head. “Share market? Not my scene. Is that why you were in with
the deceased?”

The deceased.
It sounded unreal to Ted.

“Well, partly.
Yes. We had a lot to talk about. That was part of it.”

“Did you have
an appointment with him?”

“God, no. I was
supposed to be at training.”

“What time did
you go into Mr Graham’s office?”

Ted gave it
some thought. “I came in here around eleven,” he said finally.
“Maybe just after. It must have been around quarter past when I
first went in.”

“When you first
went in?” probed the policeman.

“I was in there
around ten minutes, but the builders were making such a racket. The
noise was unbearable; we couldn’t hear ourselves think. I came out,
found the builders, and shouted them an early lunch. I went back
inside with Graham and we talked for about twenty minutes.”

“Talked about
what?”

Ted seated
himself on the edge of the desk and looked the detective in the
eye.

“At the best of
times Vince was an aggressive person. Even today, he gave me a
bollocking for missing training. Then he ripped into me because I
missed a sale, but mostly it was the share market; and how it would
affect our business.”

“You talked
about shares?”

“He talked
about shares,” said Ted.

“Anything in
particular you can tell me?”

“He said it was
just a hiccup. He said it didn’t even dent the panel work,” quoted
Ted.

“What are we
talking about here, Mr Starling?” Wallace was writing furiously in
a well-worn note book.

“We are talking
loss of finances; a considerable loss. He was on the phone to
Australia a couple of times. He was in deep, and from what I
understood from our conversation, he’d let a few people down over
the ditch.”

Wallace carried
on writing.

“To what
extent?”

“One and a half
million dollars. That’s what he said.” A pause. “Just a
hiccup.”

“He lost one
and a half million dollars on the share market? Is that what you
are saying?” The policeman was taking a stronger interest.

“That’s what he
told me.”

“Tell me about
the gun.”

The detective
held up a sealed plastic bag containing Graham’s prized
paperweight, the metal surface of which carried patches of
congealed blood; a gruesome sight.

Ted looked at
the object almost in bewilderment.

“Well, it’s not
really a gun, is it? I mean, I know it is, but he’s had it ages,
for years. He kept it on his desk as an ornament, a paperweight. He
said it was useless. Had no ammo for it. It was just a toy. A
standing joke.”

“Some joke! It
blew away his main artery and I don’t think anyone’s laughing.” He
put the package containing the gun on the desk. “Mr Starling, we
may have to ask you more questions at a later date. Please make
yourself available if required.”

He indicated
the interview was at an end, but Ted hung back.

“Inspector. . .
?”

“It’s Detective
Sergeant, actually. What’s your problem?”

“Well, it’s the
gun.” Ted hesitated. “I handled it. I handled it today. You’ll
probably find my fingerprints all over it.”

“And why would
you do that?”

Ted shrugged.
“Like I said before, it was a joke, a toy. It was always a strong
talking point with the guys in the office. It was a dud. No ammo.
You just picked it up and spun the chambers. We all do it … did
it.” Ted was distressed now. He ran his fingers through his hair.
“Look, today, today he was playing with it when I went in. He
tossed it onto the desk and I picked it up. I joked with him about
it.”

Detective
Wallace raised his brow.

“More jokes.
It’s getting to be like the Billy T James show around here. What
was the joke?”

“When he told
me about his losses, I suggested he might shoot himself. I picked
up the gun and put it to my head and pulled the trigger. Said it
sounded like a job for Super Gun.”

The policeman
was startled.

“You mean you
actually suggested to him that he might take his own life?”

“Well, yes. It
was just a joke,” stammered Ted.

“What was his
reaction?”

“Explosive.
Vince got angry. ‘Not all the time my backside pointed downwards’,
he said; words to that effect.”

“Did he give
you the impression he might do a thing like that?”

Ted was
adamant.

“Not at all. He
was really wound up, but he’s pretty hard-case. Been through a lot.
No. I didn’t think he’d do anything like that.”

“Sounds to me
as if you really got lucky,” said the detective. “There was only
one round in the gun. All the chambers were empty except for
one.”

“You mean I
could have died?” Ted paled at the thought.

Detective
Wallace shrugged his shoulders.

“Who knows? It
will be interesting to find out where the bullet came from. That’s
all for now, Mr Starling, but you might decide to buy a lottery
ticket on the way home.”


Chapter 4

News spread
rapidly through the business world that Vince Graham had taken his
own life. Three days of investigation hadn’t revealed anything to
the contrary, but there were serious aspects to the case that
remained unanswered. Wallace’s report highlighted one particular
matter that led him to question whether suicide had been Graham’s
intent that day.

He sat in his
Chief Inspector’s office and went over the main points of the
investigation, dwelling strongly on the matter of the gun and the
single bullet.

“You see,
Chief, we cannot be certain when that round was put in the gun; nor
who put it there. There are still so many unanswered questions. Did
Graham put it in before Starling entered his office, or after? In
fact, did Graham put the round in the gun at all?”

The Chief
interrupted.

“His prints
were on the shell case. Are you’re suggesting somebody else loaded
the gun, Luke?”

“Can’t discount
it, Chief. But that raises the questions of who, when, and
why?”

“What about
this Starling guy? His prints were on the gun.”

“He’s a
possible. There was a mixed match of clear prints. As well as
Starling’s, a couple of the other salesmen’s, and the Stoves
woman’s.”

“Starling could
have done it quite easily. He had the opportunity,” insisted the
Chief.

“Done what?”
asked Wallace. “Put the cartridge in the gun? For what reason?
Another joke?”

The older
policeman shook his head.

“I can’t figure
this business of the bullet. We know Graham had owned the gun for
years. It was a desk ornament. Then, out of the blue, there’s
ammunition for it.”

Wallace
agreed.

“Something
really strange there. Just one round, but. . .” he paused and
searched through the case file on the desk. “We conducted a
thorough search of the victim’s home, his office and his car, and
came up with the usual things.” He withdrew an A4-size black and
white photograph from the file. “Plus one round of live nine
millimetre ammunition, identical to that found at the scene.”

The Chief
raised his eyebrows. “Where did you find that?”

“In the locked
glove box of his car. Together with two joints of marihuana. Well
hidden, but no trouble to our lads.”

Wallace’s boss
seemed resigned.

“Well, we’ve
got an inquest and a coroner to decide what happens next.” He
yawned. “It looks quite straightforward to me. The door was locked
and he was alone.”

Wallace
frowned. “Do you think he was playing Russian Roulette?”

“Could be, but
I doubt it. You put the gun to your head, don’t you? Not the
chest.”

Luke Wallace
nodded.

“That’s one of
the things I’m uncomfortable with. Talking to those who knew him,
he was a vain bastard; Catholic, and all. He wouldn’t have wanted
to mess himself up for the funeral. He wouldn’t look too good on
the day with half his head missing, would he?”

“If you were
intent on suicide, would a thing like that make a difference?”

“Apparently so,
from what I’ve been told. He liked himself a lot.”

“From what I
hear, he needed to. Nobody else seemed to.”

“What?”

“Like him.”

The more the
two men discussed the situation, the more logic pointed to suicide;
or accidental death, maybe. But murder? Hardly. Manslaughter by
person, or persons, unknown? Hard to prove. The share market had
certainly hit the news that October day and had its effect on the
world at large. During the week of Vince Graham’s death there had
been three similar cases in Auckland alone.

The Chief
Inspector became quite philosophical.

“Four suicides
out of one million people in a week. Who was it said money is the
root of all evil?”

“The lust for
money, Chief,” corrected Wallace.

The Chief
Inspector closed the file before him.

“National
average is three deaths a week by suicide out of ten attempts,” he
said.

Wallace almost
laughed.

“Yes, and sadly
that could be about to change with what has happened this
week.”

“He was
left-handed, wasn’t he?” queried the Chief Inspector.

“Yes. One of
the reasons he missed the heart. It’s quite awkward. You should try
it some time.”

The senior man
rose to his feet, indicating the meeting was at an end.

“That’s enough
for today. Come on, I’ll buy you a pint.”


Chapter 5

Ted Starling
had attended only one inquest, ever. That was when his father died.
Gazing around Number Two courtroom of the coroner’s court in
Waterloo Quadrant, he was thankful it hadn’t become a habit.
Proceedings started on time at ten am, but he and Morgan, having
travelled to town together, arrived early and had decided to enjoy
a cooked breakfast at a waterfront café. Each man had been called
as witness by the police, as had Gail and the rest of the sales
staff. Morgan made it clear he didn’t want to be there and was very
nervous of the occasion. Ted was more at ease.

“What is there
to be nervous about, Morgan? I was the last one to see him alive.
We were all together when he died. Eat your breakfast eggs and
relax.”

Morgan wasn’t
relaxed and showed it.

“I don’t like
court rooms,” he said. “I’ve seen too many of them and this is
going to take an age.”

The early
morning sun added a golden gleam to the bustling street scene. Most
of the tables scattered about the footpath were occupied, and as
the two men chatted they were surprised by the arrival of Gail. She
was accompanied by a group of the sales staff; all sharing Ted’s
idea about arriving early and having breakfast. They spread out
around the table, which soon became laden with more servings of
bacon, eggs and hash browns. The coffee flowed. Conversation was
restricted to one topic: Vince Graham’s demise.

Gail brooded
over her coffee.

“It’s hard to
believe he’s dead. What about his wife? What will she do?”

“Ex-wife, I
think is the term,” chipped in Morgan.

“But they’re
not divorced. Just separated and have been for a while,” she
said.

“No, they’re
divorced,” said Ted with a shake of the head. “That’s something I
do know.”

Morgan wanted
to talk.

“And what about
all his women?” he asked. “They’ll all be fighting to get their
fingers on his money; not that there can be too much left now the
market has crashed.”

Ted carried a
memory of a flamboyant Graham.

“We all know he
was loaded,” he said. “That was one thing about him. He didn’t mind
spending it. He knew how to throw it around.”

Morgan almost
choked on a mouthful of egg.

“Well, he
didn’t throw any my way. Okay if you wore a skirt, maybe.” He wiped
his mouth.

Ted cleaned his
plate with his last mouthful of bread and swilled it down with
coffee.

“I always found
him quite generous. What about all his properties, though? He must
have a stack of them all over the west.”

Morgan shook
his head.

“No. He never
hung onto them. I know that for a fact.”

“Come on,
Morgan,” Ted challenged. “He was always buying properties. He
bought four this last year that I know of.”

“Yeah, that’s
right. He did. And he flipped them all on before settlement. He was
a master at it. His name never appeared on a title. Clean as a
whistle. Quite a nice little side line he had going.” Morgan was on
fire. “Listen to those who know. That last one in Bakers Road, he
made twenty-eight grand in a day. The ink was hardly dry on the
contract. He had the nominee buyers already lined up before he took
it.”

Brian, a
long-term salesman from the office, nodded agreement.

“He was at it
for years. That million he did on the share market wouldn’t have
scratched the surface.”

“So why would
he have taken his own life?” asked Gail.

It was Ted’s
turn to surmise.

“There’s maybe
more to it than just money. I heard he crossed someone, someone
pretty big, across the Tasman. If it had anything to do with those
Triad boys he was seen with at Auckland Races last Queen’s Birthday
Weekend, it might be he took the easy way out.”

“Birds of a
feather, you reckon?” Gail shivered.

“I don’t know
about that,” countered Ted, “but he was a bit of a high flyer.”

Brian brought
up the subject of the gun.

“It’s strange.
I’ve been with the firm six years, and for most of that time that
shooter has lain on his desk. It has been polished and cleaned and
handled by just about everybody that went in there. So where did
the ammo come from all of a sudden?”

Morgan had
finished eating. He stood and stretched his body.

“I dunno about
the ammo, but I can tell you about the gun. I was with him when he
got it.” He checked his watch; it was eight fifty-five. “Vince
bought that big house up on Harper’s Lane about four years ago. The
Grange, an old house on half an acre. It was one of the few places
he did settle on. It was part of a big estate. An old Dally lady
owned it. She kicked the bucket and had no one to leave it to. He
picked it up for a song, as usual. The place was filled with
antiques; furniture, paintings, china, the lot. He landed on his
feet with that one. I remember he found the gun tucked away in a
desk in the basement. It was quite old. It went back to the First
World War, I think.”

Gail was
quick.

“The desk?”

“The gun!”

Brian cut
in.

“There’re town
houses there now.”

“That’s right,”
said Morgan. “Vince sold the place to developers and they bowled
the house and cut the land into sections. There was some good stuff
come out of that place. He copped for the lot.”

“And now he’s
dead,” muttered Gail sadly, checking her make-up and rising from
the table.

Ted took a firm
line.

“Let’s face it.
The guy was a crook. You know it, I know it. We all know. He would
have ripped off his own mother.”

Brian seemed
bothered.

“That’s pretty
strong. Are you going to stand up in court and say that?”

“Are you? All
we have to do today is answer questions. Not give opinions,”
defended Ted.

Brian
frowned.

“I suppose it’s
okay to say things like that when the guy isn’t here to defend
himself. Did you ever think of saying the same to his face? You had
many a chance.”

“What makes you
think I didn’t?” asked Ted.

“You still have
a job, that’s why! Anyway, if that’s what you think, why did you
work for him all these years?”

“What’ll happen
to the business now?” put in Morgan. “I expect they’ll sell
it.”

Ted sensed the
conversation was getting out of hand.

“Look, Brian,
I’m sorry if I upset you. I was getting carried away.” He waited
until they were both calm. “All these years? Two years, close to
three, and besides, a devil you know!”

“Yeah, yeah, I
know. Is better than a devil you don’t know.” Brian slapped him on
the back. “Come on, everybody. It’s time we were making a move. It
could be a long day.”

Fully
sustained, the five of them made their way across Custom Street and
up the tight gradient of Emily Place. Other colleagues greeted them
outside the courtroom in Waterloo Quadrant. It was still early.
None of them were enthusiastic about what lay before them, each
being keen on getting the day out of the way and restoring focus on
life and career.

The coroner was
a stern, older man whose pointed questions delved with a detached
empathy for the truth of a tragic situation. Ted was the first
witness called and it was forty minutes before they dismissed him,
the bench seemingly satisfied with what he had to say. He moved to
the rear of the courtroom and claimed one of the vacant seats
reserved for witnesses. On the way he passed Gail, summoned to the
stand in her turn. She looked sad and he flashed her a sympathetic
smile of support.

As the evidence
droned on, Ted’s concentration drifted. In a state of meditation
his inner self relived the circumstances and events that had led
him, a Cockney boy born and bred, to be sitting on the hardest of
pews in a coroner’s court, in the heart of Auckland New Zealand,
twelve thousand miles from his native land.


Chapter 6

24th August
1944 Dartford, Kent, England

The mournful
wail of Moaning Minnie disturbed the tranquillity of the early
afternoon. As it swelled to a crescendo, it injected dread into the
minds those living in the towns of north Kent, announcing yet
another German air raid on the open sores of southern England.
Teddy Starling heard it as he left the counter of the best sweet
shop in Dartford, both jacket pockets crammed with delights. As the
door swung shut behind him, he stood still and raised his eyes to
study the heavens. The steady throb of a flying bomb’s engine
claimed precedent over all else. He shielded his half-closed eyes
against the glare and strained his neck to spot the latest
Doodle-bug to be launched on London as it sped across a clear blue
summer’s sky.

It was much too
common a sight in this fourth year of the war, but Doodle-bug alley
could offer no threat to a ten-year-old boy who sensed only
excitement and adventure whenever the sirens sounded. Ten years
old! Ten today! Great! Young Teddy didn’t know it, but this
birthday was fated to be a day forever embroidered into his memory.
Mum always did something special for him on his birthday and today
she had packed him off with the ration books to the local butchers,
to get a pound of mince for a shepherd’s pie; his favourite of all
times. Cliff the butcher had given him a tanner when he heard it
was his birthday, and Teddy had dashed excitedly across the road to
the sweet shop, revelling in the thoughts of what six whole pence
might buy him in the way of bull’s eyes, gum drops and mint
imperials.

Dartford lay
directly in the flight path of Adolph Hitler’s Luftwaffe as, with
relentless regularity, it sought to destroy London. The capital was
badly scarred but unbroken, and it was often the case that his
bombers would fall short of their desired target, jettisoning their
deadly cargoes onto the vulnerable towns of North Kent with tragic
results. Historic Dartford was one such town. As the scales of war
in Europe swung in favour of the allies, the pressure of formation
bombing attacks eased, only to be replaced by the threat of flying
bombs that brought terror to the heart. Each buzz-bomb was equipped
with a deadly warhead containing 2000 pounds of high explosive, and
was powered by a pulse-jet engine carrying enough fuel only to
reach its defenceless target.

Terrifying? To
most people, yes. To anxious mothers, bereft of their husbands, who
feared for the safety of their children. To the aged, and the
already homeless. Undoubtedly, yes. To a ten-year-old boy who saw
only adventure and excitement in the obscenity of Hitler’s outrage?
Not one bit.

Teddy sat on
the steps of the fish shop and cupped his hands around his eyes,
focusing on the unmanned monoplane that was approaching from the
south at four hundred miles an hour. It was propelled by a
pulsating jet of fire at the rear. It was high and on course for
London; surely it would pass clear of Dartford to the south over
Wilmington. Yet it was not to be. Barrage balloons were
ever-present, forcing marauding aircraft to maintain altitude, thus
reducing the accuracy of their bomb sights. As Teddy fed himself
another gum drop, the starboard wing of the plane made contact with
a balloon cable, causing the aircraft with its cargo of death to
arc one hundred and eighty degrees and descend at full throttle
into a line of houses less than five hundred yards from where he
sat.

The outcome was
devastating. A column of flame belched high above the roof line of
Carrington Road as the force of the blast spared nothing in its
path. It tore off roof tiles and sucked panes of glass from homes
and shops, from churches and pubs. Twelve people died in that
explosion and many more were injured. The balmy summer’s day was
polluted with smoke, dust and flying debris as the cries of
distressed people mingled with the panic and frantic activity of
those rushing to their aid. Taxed to the limit as they were, the
rescue services were soon to hand as fire engines and ambulances
converged on the scene. Police and air raid wardens methodically
cordoned off each end of the bombed street, denying access to all
except those trained in civil defence.

Teddy had been
well shielded from the blast by the high brick wall of the fish
shop. The relevance of the explosion did not register in his young
brain until he reached the cordon and was turned away by a warden
who was desperately working to introduce order.

“Run home to
your mother, son. This is no place for you. You don’t want to see
this lot.”

As the man
spoke, Teddy was able to take in the carnage that had once been
Carrington Road. The flying bomb had come down around the centre of
the street, completely demolishing the houses numbered 19, 21 and
23. A smoking, flaming gap was all that remained of three family
homes, exposing blackened timbers amid piles of rubble, with bricks
and broken masonry strewn for hundreds of yards in all directions.
Rescue parties worked furiously to remove the dead and dying from
the tangle of wreckage, whilst ambulance men heaped their care on
instant patients lying in the road and on footpaths. Personal
effects littered the street and gutters as fire engines and
ambulances jostled for position in the product of Hitler’s sick
mind.

Totally
bewildered, Teddy Starling recoiled from the scene. He slumped down
onto the wall of a house opposite.

He and his
mother had lived alone since 1940 at No. 21 Carrington Road.


Chapter 7

1987 The
Coroner’s Court, Auckland, New Zealand.

Ted felt Gail’s
sharp elbow in his ribs.

“Wake up!”
Insistent tones, but in a whisper as she jolted him to full
alertness.

“I am awake,”
he hissed back at her.

“You are now,
but you weren’t before. You were dozing; and what’s more you were
snoring.”

They laughed
silently together and switched their attention once more to the
business of the court. The remainder of the sales team were seated
in front of them, each having given their evidence. On the witness
stand, Trevor Phipps, the builder, was explaining to the court his
involvement in the events of the fateful day.

Even so, the
memory of his mother lingered in Ted’s mind. Bombs falling from the
sky, screams, anguish, broken homes, broken hearts. This had been
such an early lesson in life for him, teaching him that one doesn’t
always get to say goodbye. Sitting alone on the wall that day, he’d
replayed his most recent memory of his father. Four years earlier,
along with so many other reluctant heroes, Corporal Eddie Starling
had been whisked away from those he held dear, to serve King and
country and to repel the Hun. This was one occasion where loved
ones did get to say goodbye.

The memory of
that last farewell was a romantic one for Teddy. The Blitz was full
on. It was night and London was under siege. Beneath the domed roof
of Waterloo Station, the evil of war was at work dissolving
relationships and tearing families apart. Many of those hopeful
beings were gathered for the last time, as they fought back tears
and strove to control emotions. Most were unable to do so and the
tears flowed freely. As part of that heartbreak, Bessie Starling
clung to her man with their son at their feet. Goodbyes were said
against a background of hissing steam and shunting locomotives,
overridden by the bark of anti-aircraft guns and the resonating
rumble of exploding bombs.

“Don’t worry,
lug, it’ll all be over in three months.”

A common enough
statement, the truth of which many hoped for but few believed.

Outside the
boundaries of the railway station, interlacing searchlights raked
the night sky probing for the invader. They intermittently
illuminated the desperate faces of those below, whilst the acrid
odour of soot and cordite easily penetrated lungs, and irritated
wet eyelids. Teddy, at six years of age, had little idea of what
was happening. The previous three hours had been spent in the
sanctuary of London’s Underground, which served as a communal
shelter for those being continually bombarded by explosives and
incendiary bombs. He had slept most of the time huddled against the
comforting material of his father’s army greatcoat, its brass
buttons digging into his cheek as he nestled between his parents’
reclining bodies.

Eddie’s troop
train was due to leave at midnight and the platforms were crowded
with men from all branches of the armed services, each bound for a
destination unknown. In spite of the air raids they had emerged
from the safety of the shelters to honour their commitments. As the
midnight hour approached, one by one, slowly at first, the
uniform-clad figures moved toward the trains in readiness for
departure. Military policemen barked orders at those reluctant to
move, and the cries of loved ones left behind became louder, most
sobbing freely now without shame. Could anyone as young as Teddy
relate to the anguish and torment gripping the hearts of these
people?

Sitting on that
wall in St Vincent’s Road, Teddy suddenly felt very much alone. The
sharp contact of the bristles on his father’s chin, the smell of
tobacco, and the feeling of strength in his dad’s arms as he swept
Teddy from the ground to kiss him goodbye one last time; those were
Ted’s last memories of his father. That was the moment Eddie
Starling gave his son his army cap badge, taking it from his
lemon-squeezer hat and pressing into the boy’s small palm. The
star-shaped brass emblem bearing the king’s head and the insignia
‘GR’ was something Teddy would treasure, carrying it with him
always.

Following
several prolonged blasts of the guard’s whistle, the mighty
locomotive shuddered to attention and slowly eased its sorrowful
cargo forward. Gradually it gathered speed, disappearing into the
night. That was the last Teddy and his mum saw of the most
important man in their lives.

“When is Dad
coming home, Mum?”

“Soon, son.
Won’t be long now.”

“Where is
he?”

“Somewhere in
France.”

Four years of
waiting and uncertainty and now his mother, too, was gone.

* * * * * *

The coroner’s
voice cut hard across his line of thought. Immediately Ted was
awake and paying attention.

“Being twelve
forty-five, we shall adjourn for lunch and reconvene at two
pm.”

“All rise,”
bleated the clerk of the court in his high falsetto.

They rose and
waited as the judiciary retreated through a side door of the
courtroom. Then they too, amid a babble of speculative
conversation, moved slowly through to the main entrance and
eventually out onto the forecourt. Morgan greeted the day with a
relieved sigh.

“Thank God for
that. Fresh air, and I’m dying for a smoke.” He offered his
Rothmans around, but there were no takers. Acknowledging their
disgust, he lit up. “I’m out of here. I’ll catch you all back at
the office.” He turned to Ted. “Thanks for the lift down. I’ll grab
a cab.”

“I thought you
might stick around for the verdict,” said Ted.

“Not me. I told
you, I hate these places. Anyway, it looks cut and dried to me. The
butler did it!” He headed off in the direction of Anzac Avenue to
hail a cab.

“Hang on. I’ll
come with you,” called Brian and hurried after him, leaving the
rest dithering. Most decided to go and began wandering off, leaving
Gail and Ted together on the footpath.

“I suppose life
must go on. What do you think, Ted? I gather you want to stick
around.”

“Yeah, I do. I
was thinking of going up to the Hyatt and grabbing a bite to eat at
Clouds. You coming?”

“I could. It
sounds like a good idea. Are you coming back here then?”

“Yes, I think I
should. I might as well be in at the death, so to speak.” He
chuckled. “Excuse the pun.” He addressed the departing group.
“Anybody else a starter? It’s just up the hill.” A silent pause.
“No? Looks like just me and you then, Gail. Let’s go. It’s my
shout.”

Gail was happy
with that for she liked Ted. More than liked him, and welcomed some
time alone with him. Why not at the Hyatt?


Chapter 8

Crossing the
foyer of the Hyatt, Ted saw someone he almost knew, thought he
knew. Her face was familiar to him and it bugged him that he
couldn’t put a name to it. Tall, dark and most elegantly dressed,
she was at home in the grandeur of the international hotel. Past
buyer? Past vendor? Who was she? No! He should never forget someone
as stunning as she. Their eyes met as he stepped aside, allowing
her to pass, and he knew he was right. A half smile and a gentle
nod of thanks, or was it recognition, and she was gone, leaving a
captivating breath of perfume in her wake. He reflected on the
moment as the head waiter steered them toward Ted’s usual table at
the rear of the restaurant. Being a Hyatt Club member he was a
regular visitor, and as lunching was his favourite hobby, there was
no better place to lunch a friend, entertain a client, or close a
sale.

Gail purred her
appreciation of the venue as they sat. Ted positioned himself with
his back to the wall, facing the entrance with Gail on his right.
He liked to see what was going on. It was something he had picked
up from a western novel in his youth and had never forgotten.
Destroy, or Sudden, was it? No! Wyatt Ear. A fast gun never sits
with his back to the door. Poor old Wyatt had and it had been his
downfall. Privately, Ted saw himself as a fast gun.

He and Gail
chose to eat from the buffet and were well into their meal when the
mystery lady from the foyer entered. She turned many heads as the
waiter escorted her to a nearby table. Again the smile, warmer this
time, and Ted acknowledged the same by raising his wine glass. Gail
followed Ted’s glance then gave him a firm kick under the
table.

“A fine state
of affairs, I must say. You invite a girl to lunch then flirt with
the first female that comes along.” She paused between mouthfuls of
food. “Anyway, I think you’ve pulled there.”

“Pulled, my
backside,” he laughed. “I know her, that’s all. I just can’t think
from where.”

Gail scoffed at
him.

“Get real, Ted.
Of course you bloody know her. It’s Vince’s wife.”

Realisation
struck. Of course! He’d never met her but the framed picture in
Graham’s office suddenly took on a strong relevance. He dabbed his
mouth with his napkin.

“I think I
should go and talk to her,” he said. “You’ll excuse me? I just want
to introduce myself.” Without waiting for a reply he rose from the
table and crossed to where the lady sat. Gail shrugged her
shoulders and took another mouthful of wine before embarking on a
helping of chocolate cake.

Ted, it seemed,
was expected.

“Mr Starling. I
wondered how long it would take.”

Ted was
surprised.

“I’m sorry, Mrs
Graham. We’ve never met, but I feel as though I know you. And it’s
Ted. Ted Starling.”

The lady’s
smile was captivating.

“Of course,
Ted, and likewise, I’ve seen your pictures and Vince talked about
you often enough. It’s Dawn, by the way; Dawn Graham.”

“Hello, Dawn,”
he said childishly.

“Hello, Ted,”
she replied and laughed. “Will you join me? Oh, but I think not.”
She hesitated. “You have a partner and I wouldn’t want to
intrude.”

“That’s Gail,
Gail from the office. She’s Vince’s secretary.” He corrected
himself. “I mean she was. You know what I mean. She worked for
Vince for a long time. We’re down for the inquest.”

“Yes. Me too,
of course. Gail and I have met.”

She fumbled in
her handbag and withdrew a business card, upon which she scribbled
a number.

“I need to talk
with you quite urgently,” she said. “Would you please call me when
all this business is over? Please? I’m staying in the hotel; Room
1401.”

She passed him
the card and took a mouthful of tea. Standing, she offered him her
hand, smiled gracefully across to Gail who was blatantly staring,
then glided smoothly out of the restaurant.

Gail had
finished eating when Ted joined her once more.

“Looks like you
blew it there, Teddy boy. What did you say to scare her off?”

“She doesn’t
like older men,” he joked. “She’s in a hurry and we had better be
moving as well. She’s over for the inquest.”

“You don’t need
to be a rocket scientist to work that one out. You two meeting
later?”

“Looks that
way,” he mused. “She said she wants to talk.”

“I suppose we
are working for her now,” Gail reasoned. “She’ll get the company,
won’t she? Now that Vince is gone?”

Ted thought
about that one.

“How do we
know? It depends on the will, I suppose. That could be
interesting.”

The clock above
reception showed one fifty as he passed his club card across to the
waiter, and he knew they would need to hurry if they were not to
miss the start of the next session. As it was they were late, Dawn
Graham already making an impressive figure in the witness box as
they took their seats.

Yes, she and
Graham had been married, she was telling the court. They were now
divorced. Her home was in Kalama, New South Wales. She had been
staying at the Hyatt Sydney on the day he died. They’d spoken on
the phone that day. It must have been around nine, half past. That
was local time, which was two hours behind New Zealand. Who rang
who? He had called earlier and left a message. She had returned the
call. Did he sound upset? He was always upset, but this time it was
worse. He wanted her to buy his half of their home on the mountain.
He needed a million dollars before the banks closed on Friday. He
was persistent. What did she tell him? She told him to get the
million from his women. He wouldn’t find it hard. They were used to
being screwed by him. Did she have any reason to believe he would
take his own life? No, not really.

When their
marriage ended he’d started drinking heavily, and she knew there
were women; plenty of women. There always had been, but then that
was his business. Despite that he never gave up on their
relationship. He was always calling, writing, begging and pleading.
His star line when things were bad and he couldn’t get his own way
was always that he would kill himself. Nobody believed him. Things
were always bad. They grew worse. She believed him now. Had he made
any threats over the phone that day? Yes and no. Not really. He
told her she would be sorry, that was all. He said it was all her
fault.

Dawn Graham
stepped down from the witness box as the coroner thanked her. With
a rap of his gavel, he addressed the court.

“I shall
declare a thirty minute recess, after which I shall return and
deliver my findings.” He directed his gaze to the last witness.
“Mrs Graham, I would like to meet with you in chambers at this
time. Would you please come through?”

“All rise.”

The clerk of
the court said his piece, then escorted Dawn Graham from the
courtroom in the wake of the coroner. Apart from two or three
members of the media, there were few people remaining, one of whom
was Detective Sergeant Wallace. He moved across to talk to Ted and
Gail as they neared the exit.

“Looks like
we’re in for an early day. You’ll just have time for a smoke if you
hurry.”

“No thanks, not
for me. What do you think, Sergeant? What’s he going to say?”

“Well, it’s a
discretionary thing he’s doing now. He’ll just have a word with Mrs
Graham, telling her what his findings are, out of courtesy. Then
he’ll come back and announce his verdict to the court.”

“Which will
be?”

“Why don’t we
wait and see, Mr Starling? It’s his verdict. It won’t be long
now.”

At two
fifty-five pm, the clerk of the court called for order and a
regulation hush descended on the courtroom as the coroner
repositioned himself at the head of the court. There were now more
seats empty than full in the well of the court, with no sign of
Dawn Graham. This came as a surprise to Ted.

The verdict was
short and to the point.

“The court
finds that the deceased, Vincent Mark Graham, took his own life
whilst the balance of his mind was disturbed.”

“All rise.”


Chapter 9

“You look like
the cat that got the cream, Ted,” said Gail. With the inquest over
they were sitting on the Auckland waterfront beneath the ferry
buildings, with the clock showing three forty-five pm. “What are
you so pleased about?”

“It’s just the
water, the harbour. It makes me feel good.” Ted had to lie, yet in
truth it wasn’t really a lie. “I grew up in Docklands, in London.
My old man worked on the docks for years. The whole family did.
When I see the boats, smell the brine, well, it’s a different
world.”

What he was
saying was true, but his thoughts had been far from the sea and the
ships when Gail had spoken. He’d been thinking about suicide, not
accidental death, not murder; and now it was official. It had been
so easy and now the chapter was closed, everyone could get on with
their lives. Gail was engrossed in her ice cream cone, but Ted’s
interest in his surroundings grew as the Kestrel ferryboat drew
alongside the wharf where they sat.

Two
weather-beaten deck hands secured the moorings then lowered the
gangways with casual ease as the clinging, black smoke from the
lone stack drifted to where they sat. The Kestrel was a vintage
vessel, built in 1905 to serve her masters under steam power before
being converted to diesel much later. A dribble of passengers
disembarked, quickly replaced by those keen to take the return trip
across the harbour to Devonport. The service was a regular one to
and from the city; it left the ferry buildings every hour on the
hour. The service had been declining since the advent of the
Auckland Harbour Bridge.

“Do you fancy a
ferry ride, Gail? How much time have you got?”

She shook her
head.

“Can’t. Mum’s
coming to the office at four thirty. She and I are off shopping
tonight, although I don’t really fancy it after today. Don’t let me
stop you, though.”

Ted glanced at
his watch.

“Tell you
what,” he said brightly, “you know where my car is parked. Take my
keys and drive home. I’ll call at your place later, either tonight
or tomorrow morning, and collect it.” He tossed the keys into her
lap. “I can’t resist a ferry ride.”

He skipped
nimbly across the quay and flashed up the gangway to appear at the
rail waving furiously. A wild grin stretched across his face as the
bell in the ferry clock-tower chimed the hour and the deck hands
slipped the moorings to allow the Kestrel to ease gently into the
stream on yet another leg of its shuttle service. Ted stood at the
bow. From there, his view of the harbour was unimpeded and the
warmth of the afternoon sun had a pacifying effect on him as he
took in the wonder of Auckland’s Waitemata Harbour. He suddenly
realised how demanding the day had been and how drained his body
felt, but that was to be expected. The events of last week had not
removed from his mind the message Tom had given him a year earlier.
He was feeling the changes inside, but at the same time refusing to
give in to what he’d been assured was inevitable. He rested his
rear end on a stack of life rafts, and gazed across at the huge
span of the Auckland Harbour Bridge, which joined the northern and
southern shores. The bridge, when opened in 1959, was already
obsolete; unable to cope with the wealth of vehicles utilising its
services. The Japanese had fixed that little problem later in the
sixties. Having won the contract in the face of much competition,
they added extra lanes each side of the bridge that did much to
ease the pressure of growing traffic in a city that was racing to
keep up with the rest of the world.

The steady
throb of the Kestrel’s engines sent warm vibrations pulsing through
Ted’s frame as he braced himself against the superstructure,
watching the blunt bow of the old boat carve a path through the
running tide. The signal from the bridge clanged slow-ahead as the
might of an ocean-going container vessel loomed before them,
dwarfing the ferryboat in its wake. The blue ensign strained for
release as it flapped proudly on the stern above the words: Gothic
Prince – London. The opening lines of the nautical poem Big
Steamers flashed through Ted’s his mind, as they often did when he
found himself bonded with the sea. It was a poem he had learned at
the age of seven, when the family had first moved down to Dartford.
The memory of his teacher, Miss Foster, reading to the class at St
Albans Primary was clear, bringing the pages of the well-worn text
book to life with her well-rounded vowels and rolling ‘r’s. It was
by Rudyard Kipling, he thought, and most memorable.

‘Oh, where are
you going to, all you big steamers?

Oh, where are
you going across the blue sea?’

Not much steam
these days, thought Ted. Mostly diesel, but power – so much power.
The huge freighter soon distanced itself from the passenger ferry,
quickly merging with the general activity of the harbour. Then Ted
felt once more the thrust of the Kestrel’s propellers, as the power
below decks increased to restore it to normal speed and align it
with the distant Devonport Wharf.

Most passengers
were inside, avoiding the swirling spray that acted as a sedative
on Ted. Totally relaxed now, he closed his eyes and instantly was
back aboard the Woolwich Free Ferry that crossed the Thames in
London, just below the Pool.
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September 1946.
Woolwich, London, England.

‘For the bread
that you eat and the biscuits you nibble,

The sweets that
you suck and the joints that you carve,

They are
brought to you daily by all us Big Steamers,

And if any one
hinders our coming, you’ll starve!’

Adolph Hitler
had done everything he could to hinder the coming of the big ships
during the six years of war, but the people of Britain hadn’t
starved, although most had been forced to survive on the breadline.
It was good the war was now over, the troops were coming home, and
life in Blighty was returning to normal. It was almost startling,
once the street parties were over, to think that so many
battle-scarred men were returning to the community.

With each new
day, more male faces appeared in shops and work places. The postman
and milkman gradually adopted a younger profile, and female
clippies on the double-decker buses shared the running board with
the opposite sex. A civilian once again, the British Tommy was able
to cast aside his uniform and take up his position in society. Good
for some maybe, thought Teddy, whenever he was introduced to a
home-comer. He was understandably bitter, for he had long accepted
his father would never return. With no mother either, he gave no
thought to his future and was content to do as he was told at all
times, taking each day as it came.

“Hey, Teddy,
I’m over here. Come on down and look at the engines.”

Barry White’s
bright tones carried across the deck of the ferryboat Jack London
to where Teddy was sitting engrossed in the activity of the River
Thames. Teddy came often, just to ride the ferry over to Woolwich
and back, but this was Barry’s first time. Teddy found it hard to
believe that his newly found mate had never ridden the ferry, and
jumped at the opportunity to lure him on to the No.101 bus for a
two-penny ride to North Woolwich. He’d met Barry at a summer camp
for war orphans and the two had hit it off from the beginning.
Barry’s dad had died at Dunkirk and he now lived with his mother
close to Teddy in Essex.

More than two
years had passed since Teddy’s dreadful tenth birthday. He hated
birthdays now and felt only sadness when each of the last two came
around, but his Aunt Kathy, his mother’s twin sister, had fostered
him since that day and those two years had brimmed with love and
sympathy, both of which seemed as one to the shocked orphan. Aunt
Kathy, her husband David Yorke, and their two children, George and
Daphne, had opened their home and their hearts to Teddy. The twins
were four years older, but they had worked hard to make him feel
welcome, and slowly he had grown to accept the savage turn of his
life.

Aunt Kath
allowed Barry to stay whenever he could, and because of that the
boys had become firm friends. Today, Saturday, was the highlight of
the week for the boys. Barry had stayed over the night before and
now they were off for a day’s adventure on the river. Teddy somehow
had the river in his blood. It had an exhilarating effect on him
every time he felt the tang of brine on his cheeks.

“Maybe I was a
sailor in another life,” he once said to his uncle and then, with a
touch of excitement, “or maybe a pirate. Yes, that’s it; a
pirate.”

A pirate,
maybe, but it was the markets that stirred his pulse. His father
had been a street trader, a barrowboy, before getting his ganger’s
ticket in the dock, and the bustle of the open market mesmerised
Teddy. He spent as much time as he could wandering through the
barrow land, listening to the cries of the barrowboys and picking
up on the patter. He had an inbuilt feeling that market trading
would be his vocation.

The markets
were the boys’ destination today; down through the docks to North
Woolwich then across the ferry to the square. It would be Barry’s
first time and for Teddy it was always better than his first time
whenever he went. The double-decker bus lumbered its way through
Docklands, passing an array of merchant ships, vessels loading and
discharging cargoes. These ships were bound for all corners of the
world.

The Royal Group
of Docks was the largest inland dock area in the world, and
although a prime target for the German bombers during that second
war, they defied Hitler’s wrath to emerge almost unscathed when the
last siren sounded. The swing bridge across the viaduct suffered
the worst damage and that had yet to be fixed. As a result, the
boys’ bus and all other traffic was diverted through the dock
area.

Barry was
impressed by the shipping.

“Wow! So many
ships,” he cried, and he was right. He was equally impressed later
by the surging wake of an ocean-going freighter that had him
hanging onto the ferry rail for dear life. The ship passed close
with its screws half out of the water, and the gathering of ship’s
crew on the stern rail stirred into life to return their frantic
waves. Clearly, below these men, the words Sydney Star – Sydney
stood out on the stern plates.

Ted yelled into
the spray. “Sydney! Where’s that, Barry?”

“Australia, I
think. What d’you want to know for?”

“I’m going
there one day, that’s all.”

They had a
great day on the river and then in the markets, and it was a tired
duo who once more piled back on the bus and headed home late in the
afternoon.

“There’s
another one from Sydney,” yelled Barry as they made the return trip
through the dock.

“I’m going
there one day,” Teddy repeated, but he was quieter and thoughtful,
thinking of his mum and dad. They were clear of the docks and
almost to the end of their ride when Teddy asked the question.

“Do you believe
in God and all that stuff?”

“I go to Sunday
school most Sundays,” replied his pal.

“So do I,” said
Teddy, “but do you believe in it all? You know, Jesus and praying
and all that stuff.”

Barry shrugged
his shoulders, shook his head.

“I dunno. I
think so. What about you?”

Teddy was slow
to answer.

“I’ve been
going to Sunday school ever since I can remember. I went to the
Fulwich Hall down in Dartford. I always felt so good, going there.
Then we lost Dad, and then Mum was killed. After that I just didn’t
feel the same. I mean, if all that talk about prayer and love and
everything is true, why is everyone getting killed? Aunt Kath makes
me say my prayers all the time, but I think inside it’s a waste of
time.”

“Maybe it
isn’t,” ventured his mate. “My Mum makes me say my prayers.”

“What do you
pray for . . . about?”

“Don’t know,
really. Just prayers, you know. God bless her, God bless him.” He
was quick to change the subject. “I’ve still got a shilling to
spend. How much have you got?”

“A shilling.
Let’s stop at the newsagents and buy some comics.”

The bus pulled
in at the Broadway and the boys piled off. Once inside the paper
shop they spent all their money. This week’s and last week’s Wizard
took care of all but sixpence, which was spent on a new American
Superman colour comic that they both had heard about and never
read. The walk along Church road to Sheringham Avenue where Teddy
lived always seemed endless but now, heads in comics, they read
themselves to the corner of their street where they were greeted by
an excited cousin George.

He was
breathless from running and grabbed Teddy’s arm eagerly.

“Come on, you
twerp. Where have you been? We’ve all been worried sick. We’ve been
waiting ages for you. There’s somebody indoors to see you.”

“To see me?
Who? You know we’ve been to the markets. Who wants to see me?”

“I can’t tell
you. It’s a secret. A surprise.” He tugged on Teddy’s coat. “Come
on, everyone’s waiting.”

Aunt Kathy was
standing at the front gate as they arrived. Her eyes shone with a
light Teddy hadn’t seen before and she engulfed him in her arms in
the warmest cuddle before leading him into the house. Teddy had no
idea what was going on as she led him by the hand into the
kitchen.

“Who is it,
Aunt Kath? I don’t know anyone.”

“You’ll see,
son. Go on through.”

She held the
kitchen door open for him and pushed him firmly forward. There
wasn’t much light in the small rear room and the tall figure
standing by the mantle wasn’t clear to him at first. The man moved
forward out of the shadow and a glimmer of recognition filtered
through Teddy’s mind. It couldn’t be…no, it surely couldn’t be. The
stranger’s voice was husky and charged with emotion as he
spoke.

“Teddy! Is that
really you? My Teddy? Are you really my Teddy? My boy?” Squatting
on his haunches before the bewildered lad, the man grasped him by
the shoulders and drew him close. Teddy said nothing.

“Teddy, is that
really you?”

The tang of
tobacco was strong on his breath and Teddy reached up in awe,
gently rubbing his palm across the protruding jaw. The bristles
were rough. The grip was strong.

“Dad? Dad? It
can’t be you. You’re dead!”
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November 1987.
Auckland, New Zealand.

It was ten
minutes to seven on the evening of the inquest and rain had set in
with a vengeance. A Corporate cab pulled into the car park at the
rear of Grayco Realty and Ted paid the driver, thanking him with a
healthy tip. It seemed as though everyone wanted to talk about the
downturn in the share market, and the cabbie was no exception. It
was easier to nod and agree than to make comment on the expert
opinion offered by the man at the wheel, who reckoned he knew of
the impending doom weeks before the crash and had sold everything
he had and made a bundle.

If what he said
was true, thought Ted, then why was he still driving a cab?

The office was
locked and Ted let himself in through the front door. A death in
the work place was a situation not often encountered in the field
of real estate, and it was difficult to predict the reaction of
those involved. Salespeople, agents, home-owners – what would their
attitude be to a delicate situation such as the violent death of a
person with whom they were associated? Strangely enough, sales
figures had improved on the statistics from the same period of the
year before. Hard to believe? Not when you looked at the logic of
the situation. It was a rare event for a home-owner to set foot in
a real estate office, and in the current market with more and more
homes being listed for sale, most sellers were more concerned with
the mire in which they found themselves than the sudden death of a
local business man, of whom they had little or no knowledge. People
died every day; problems closer to home commanded attention.

With the Grayco
office closed for four days following Vince Graham’s death, it was
business as usual with relentless inquiry from would-be purchasers.
In the fifteen days since the tragedy, the sales team left in Vince
Graham’s wake posted nineteen sales. “I know who’d be buying the
drinks if Vince was still around,” Morgan had said.

The fifth day
had seen the office doors reopen, but Graham’s private room
remained locked and bonded under police supervision. Anthony
Lancing, the regional manager of the northern franchise, had made
his office in the conference room until a new and permanent manager
could be found. It was often said in real estate that most business
was conducted out of the office and that’s where the sales took
place. This statement was surely borne out by the events of the
last two weeks.

Now, Ted sat at
his desk in the silent gloom, contemplating the events of the day.
By the reflective glare of the florescent window lighting, he
considered his position. He was fifty-three years old; a successful
real estate salesman with around three years selling under his
belt. Money seemed to come his way regularly; maybe because he
didn’t worry about it. With property interests in Australia and now
no immediate family, he had little to worry him. Ted made friends
easily but he never allowed himself to become too close to people
in social circles. It was better that way, even though the decision
was an instinctive one. It was the situation he felt most
comfortable with.

Success was
familiar to Ted. He loved selling. Selling wasn’t houses, or cars,
or shoes, or clothes. Selling was people and Ted had never found it
difficult to talk to them, then to shut up and let them talk. He
was a good listener. It was easy.

He rose from
his chair and wandered through the twilit office. Halting at Vince
Graham’s door, he relived once more the tragic events of that black
day. Then he turned to Gail’s desk, where he checked the message
book. It was overflowing with entries from the day’s activity. With
most of the sales team in court all day it ran to four pages, and
he took note of upwards of ten calls registered against his name.
Two were from solicitors who couldn’t be reached until the morning;
three were vendors with whom he was working, and others were from
people whose names were foreign to him. One name stood out and
sparked his interest. Bryant Tomms from the Rover dealership in
Green Lane had called three times and Ted, with a feeling of
enthusiasm that almost surprised him after his long day, strode
back to his desk and dialled a number.

“You must have
got sick of calling. It’s Ted Starling. Are you free to talk?”

“Mr Starling.
It’s good to hear from you. Yes. Thanks for ringing back.”

“Give me the
good news. It’s in?”

“Yes. It
arrived today. It looks magnificent. When can you see it?”

“I’ve already
seen it.”

“That was six
weeks ago, and it was our demonstration model. This is straight
from the manufacturer with six kilometres on the clock.”

Ted breathed
deeply, visualising the sleek lines of the Rover 3500.

“What’s the
deal?” he asked.

“It will be
just as we discussed. Would you like me to run over it again?”

“I know what
was suggested.” Ted paused. “Run it across me again and I will tell
you how I feel about it.”

“We were
looking at a registered list price of . . .”

Ted cut him
short.

“Look, Bryant.
Cut out the frills. Just give me the bottom line.”

There was a
noticeable pause on the end of the line. Then: “The company is
prepared to give you fourteen thousand for your Commodore as a
trade, leaving a balance of thirty nine thousand cash. A total of
fifty three thousand.”

Ted switched
from the money angle.

“You assured me
the car would not be available for twelve weeks. What changed?”

Again the hint
of hesitation on the end of the line.

“There was a
shipment we knew nothing about which arrived at the weekend,
enabling us to fulfil several commitments.”

Ted waited
before playing a trump.

“Bryant, I am
sure what you really mean is that you have the odd client who has
cancelled because they’ve done their dough on the share market.”
The hesitation was more evident at this point and Ted didn’t delay.
“I’ll keep my Holden and give you forty eight thousand cash. That’s
the deal.”

The voice on
the end of the line was calm.

“We couldn’t
possibly accept that figure. Our margins don’t . . . ”

“You have the
car outside my place in Mission Bay at eleven thirty tomorrow
morning. You know where that is. I’ll have a bank cheque for that
amount waiting for you. Straight deal. No frills. If you’re not
there, I won’t be worried. Sleep on it, Bryant. There won’t be too
many deals out there like this one. A lot of people have lost a lot
of money. I’m really doing you a favour. Remember, I am in a
position to wait.”

“I appreciate
that, Mr Starling.” The pause was long as both men waited. “I will
need to take advice on this.”

“That’s fine.
I’ll be on my work number for fifteen minutes, then I’ll be gone.
If I don’t hear from you, I will know what to think. I thank you
for your trouble. Goodnight.”

He replaced the
handset, feeling the best he had felt since Vince Graham died.
Seated at his desk once more he reviewed the events of the day.

“ . . . while
the balance of his mind was disturbed.”

It was
disturbed all right, thought Ted. Well, it was nearly over now; the
inquest out of the way and soon the funeral. He wondered when it
would be. He emptied the pockets of his suit onto his desk pad.
There wasn’t much, just business cards and a few sales dockets; one
from the Hyatt, from Clouds which brought the vision of Dawn Graham
ghosting into his mind. Fumbling in the pocket of his shirt he
found the business card she had handed him that afternoon. He
flipped it into a shaft of light from the window so that he might
read the inscription.

ELEGANCE AND
EWE

Women’s Fine
Fashion in Wool

Sydney -
Melbourne - Brisbane - Hobart

Dawn Graham’s
personal numbers were embossed neatly across the bottom of the card
next to her name, and scrawled across the back in a firm hand was
her Auckland contact number at the Hyatt. He reached for the phone
to make the call, but as he did so the night bell on the reception
switchboard rang. He took it: it was Bryant Tomms.


“Congratulations, Mr Starling. You now own the latest model
Rover.”

“Thank you,
Bryant. It’s a pleasure doing business with you. I’ll see you at
eleven thirty tomorrow.”

He hung up. It
was as easy as that.
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Ted woke
sharply from yet another restless night. The tightness in his chest
was more evident these last few weeks, and he drew little comfort
or relief from either his bed or his medication. More than a year
had passed since Tom Fallon’s death sentence, but while his words
remained implanted strongly in Ted’s mind, he never allowed them to
threaten. Friend or no friend, he would go when he was ready and
not before. He saw Tom on a professional basis once a week, and
socially almost daily. The deterioration in Ted’s condition was not
as severe as expected and Tom had shown much satisfaction in
suggesting to his patient that the condition had entered a
remission period.

“You mean to
say you scared the living shit out of me for nothing?”

They both
laughed.

“Not really,”
said Tom. “No one knows more than you that you are sick. Be honest
with yourself. You don’t need me to tell you that.”

This was so
true. The weight loss was quite apparent. He’d been a bit big
anyway, but now the pain was constant when resting. When resting,
he couldn’t rest. The relief came only when his brain was occupied
with other things, other people’s demands, so the answer for the
time being was to carry on with work.

The phone’s
shrill call cut across his thinking. He grabbed the handset by the
bed and sank back into the pillows.

“Aren’t you
coming to work? The day’s nearly gone and I’ve got a swag of
messages for you.” It was Gail, as bright as a button.

“Tell them I
died,” he sighed.

“That will be
enough of that, thank you,” she clipped.

“What time is
it?”

“Time you were
at work. Just after nine.”

“Can you put my
time up for twelve thirty? There’s a few things happening this
morning. How was the shopping?”

“We had a great
time.” Gail was relaxed. “Got soaked to the skin. Had to wait ages
for a cab. It finished up with mum stopping over, which was
good.”

“Why did you
need a cab? You had my motor.”

“Take your car
to Shopsmart?” The horror was plain in her voice. “Gosh, I couldn’t
do that. What if it got damaged or nicked?”

“It’s insured.
What does it matter?”

“I’d never
forgive myself if anything happened to it, Ted. It’s such a lovely
car. I’d love one like that one day.”

“Really? What
day’s that?” he teased.

“Oh, the day my
ship comes in.” Her voice mellowed on the line.

He decided to
tease her again.

“What about
today, then? Why don’t you buy that one? It’s for sale.”

She broke off
to take another call, then came back on the line, quite
excited.

“How can you
sell it? What will you do for a car? I couldn’t possibly afford
it.” She hesitated. “How much do you want for it?”

“A dealer
offered me fourteen.”

“Fourteen?” she
screeched. “It’s worth more than that, it’s only two years old.
It’s immaculate. I’d buy it for that.”

He laughed down
the phone.

“You’re
supposed to negotiate. Don’t take the fun out of life.”

She was getting
really excited now and garbled down the line.

“Okay, okay.
I’ll give you sixteen. I want it. I want it.”

“And where will
you get the money?” he asked. “I don’t want to break the bank.”

“I’ve got
money. I’ve got a bit put by. I’ll borrow the rest.” She was
serious.

“Are you sure,
now? I don’t want you to hate me.” He was still teasing.

“I could never
hate you. I love you! I love you! Yes, I’m sure. I’m sure.”

“Are you sure
you’re sure?” He was enjoying the game.

“Yes. Yes. Yes.
I’m really sure.”

“Well, that’s
it, then. It’s your car. You can have it for twelve.”

There was a
bewildered silence during which Gail fielded two more calls. Then
she came back on the line.

“I don’t
understand. Why would you do this for me? Anyone would pay fifteen,
or sixteen for it.”

“Yes, but
you’re not anyone. You are someone special to me. You’ve helped me
heaps during the time I’ve been with Grayco. Let me say thank you,
in this way.”

Gail’s tone
grew suspicious.

“Ted, there’s
something you’re not telling me. Is anything wrong?”

“What could be
wrong?” It was time to end the conversation. “Look, I’ll be there
at twelve thirty. Have the coffee on. If you behave yourself I’ll
take you for a ride in my new wagon.”

“You’ve got a
new car!” She was jubilant. “What is it? What colour?”

“It’s a secret.
I’m not telling. You’ll have to wait and see. I’ll see you in a
while.”

He laughed and
hung up, then slumped into the pillows.

Eleven o’clock
saw him dressed and ready for the fray. He’d quickly taken care of
his calls from the night before, but first he’d arranged the bank
cheque, strolling the hundred and fifty yards to his local branch
to collect it. He took his toast and coffee on to the deck and
busied himself with the Herald crossword, until he saw the smooth
lines of the Rover 3500 ease to a halt by the kerb below.

He might only
have months to live, he thought, but there before him was something
he had always wanted. For whatever time remained to him, it was
his. He watched as Bryant Tomms stepped from the car, checking his
watch and addressing the building where his customer waited almost
impatiently. Yes, thought Ted, you’re a good salesman, Bryant.
Right on time; eleven thirty. He caught the man’s attention and
beckoned him up to the apartment, where they shared the remains of
the coffee as they clinched the sale.

“Nice
apartment, Mr Starling. Do you enjoy living in Mission Bay?”

“I do. Very
much so. Couldn’t hack it at first. It belonged to my father. Not
exactly my choice, but it’s the sort of property that grows on
you.”

They completed
the sale transaction and Ted accepted the small leather wallet
containing the ignition keys.

“You’ll find
the manual in the glove box and you’ll need to come to the office
to finalise a few details. Have you rung your insurance
company?”

“I’ll do that
right now,” Ted replied. “If you hang on, I’ll give you a lift
back.”

This he did
and, after a few formalities, Ted left the gleam and glitter of the
car show room and eased his new possession into the traffic, onto
the north-bound lane of the southern motorway. A feeling of success
engulfed him as he opened the throttle and powered the machine
forward in search of the north-western outlet. A quick run up to
Massey settled the elation in his blood where he turned the vehicle
about and set his sights on Ponsonby, nestling on the horizon.
Forty eight thousand dollars had made a mild impression on the bank
balance, but not too much. What the hell. He couldn’t take it with
him. The speedometer hovered on one hundred and twenty kilometres,
and Ted thumped the steering wheel in satisfaction as he checked
the rear vision.

Waitemata
Harbour on a full tide gleamed to his left as the Western Springs
exit thrust itself at him. In the distance, the dark lines of the
Harbour Bridge formed the link between two shores. He thought of
his father and wished he could have been around to share what Ted
had. The money from the will ran easily into seven figures, with
the bulk of the wealth coming from the sale of blocks of shares.
His father had invested heavily in Chase and Brierly, all of which
Ted, having no knowledge of shares, had converted into cash
eighteen months after his father’s death. It was a good decision
for had he held them for another year or so, he could have lost the
lot.

“Thanks, Dad,”
he said aloud, as he parked his new Rover next to his older Holden
outside Grayco. “We were due our share of luck.”
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The dashboard
clock showed twelve thirty. Ted leaned on the horn, waiting for
Gail to appear. The door opened on the second blast but it was
Brian and Rita who emerged to gawk in admiration.

“What are you
doing with that? It’s beautiful.” Brian was unashamedly envious.
“Is it yours? What did it cost?”

Ted ignored the
questions.

“I’m taking
Gail for a test drive. Would you like to come along?”

Rita was
already in the passenger seat exploring the interior, but quickly
declined with a shake of her head.

“Can’t. We’re
off to look at a house, but I’ll take a rain check on that. Oh,
this leather! It feels so good.”

“And I thought
you were into rubber more than anything.” Ted smiled.

“That comes
later.” She laughed and flashed him a wink as she skipped from the
car.

The pair
hurried away and Ted went into the office, where Gail was engaged
in conversation with Dawn Graham. The two women noticed his
appearance and Gail hurried over to meet him.

“Ted, it’s good
you’re here.” She spoke excitedly. “Mrs Graham’s come to see you.
It’s about the funeral, I think. She’s been waiting a while.” She
lowered her voice to a whisper and continued, “and I want to see
you as soon as you’re through.”

Graham’s ex
looked stunning in a black leather suit, enhanced by gold chain at
the throat and wrists. Ted led her through to an interview room and
closed the door. They seated themselves at a large table across
from each other. Dawn Graham seemed totally relaxed and exercised
her ability to put him at ease.

“Mrs Graham –
Dawn – it’s good to see you. In fact I had your card out last night
to call, but didn’t. How can I help?”

“Oh, I’ve been
up to the house to sort a few things and I had to pick up Vince’s
car. There’s a million things to take care of, and then I asked
myself, what’s the hurry? I’ve got all the time in the world.” She
declined his offer of tea or coffee. “No thanks. Look. I had a
meeting but I waited for you. It’s the funeral, Saturday, midday at
St Mark’s.” She hesitated. “I don’t wish to impose but I wondered;
would you come with me to the service? There’s a few things I need
to discuss with you. You know Vince and I had no family. None at
all.” She laughed. “Unbelievable for Catholics, don’t you
think?”

Ted was
unsure.

“I’d be
honoured, I really would, but wasn’t there a brother? I’m sure
Vince had a brother.”

She shook her
head.

“My brother,
and he’s in the States. I’m off now for the reading of the will. It
should be a formality unless Vince has left it all to his dolly
birds, which wouldn’t surprise me.” She laughed. “And I’m not
joking.”

“I’m sure he
hasn’t done anything like that. Whatever happened, I know he still
cared for you. It was the drink. He still raved about you in his
drunken stupors.”

She rose from
her seat. “After all this time?”

Ted nodded. He
held the door for her and together they left the building, walking
to where the familiar shape of Vince’s Mercedes waited by the kerb.
Without even a glance at the content, Dawn Graham casually screwed
the parking ticket decorating the windscreen into a ball, tossing
it into the drain. She extended her hand to Ted.

“I’d better be
on my way. The police gave me the key to his office. It was hard
going in there. All the blood and everything. I didn’t think I
could do it. It’s tidy, but there’s things that need doing, like
carpet and stuff. I just wondered, Ted; is it too much to ask,
would you, could you take care of things until I see you on
Saturday?”

He took the key
ring she offered.

“You might want
to clear his desk and get rid of his personal possessions. I don’t
know what you’d do with them Just dump them. I don’t want them.
I’ve been through the safe, but the keys are there. Do what you
think best. You’re in charge.”

With a flash of
white thigh she seated herself behind the wheel, bringing the
engine purring to life. There was no sweeter smile as she said,
“Call me tomorrow night, around seven. I’ll be waiting.”

Ted returned to
the office, thinking that Vince Graham must have been really sick
in the head to let that one get away. A walking gold mine, but as
well as that, the Mona Lisa in black leather.

Dianne was on
reception with no sign of Gail. She came off the phone and flashed
him the biggest of smiles.

“I hear you are
in the car business now. What’s wrong? Real estate not good enough
for you?”

He laughed
gently. “Where is Gail?”

“Where do you
think? She’s like a mother hen with newly hatched chicks. You’ll
find her out the back fussing over her new toy.”

Gail didn’t
hear him approach. The boot of the Holden was raised and her
attractive rear end protruded at an inviting angle. Resisting the
temptation to give her a slap, he crept up behind her.

“Are you
getting rid of my junk?”

He’d surprised
her and delight shone in her face.

“Oh, Ted
Starling, you are such a lovely man. You don’t know what you’ve
done. You’ve made my day: my year!” Truly ecstatic, she gave him a
big hug and splattered a kiss on his cheek as she garbled on. “And
your new car is beautiful. It’s lovely. What made you do this all
of a sudden?”

“Well, it’s not
all of a sudden.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve been planning
things for quite a while now and bit by bit they have all come
together. It’s all part of my master plan.”

Gail sobered as
she closed the boot.

“Ted, there is
something you’re not telling me, I know there is. What master plan
are you talking about?”

“One day you
will know. All will be revealed and you will love me no more.”

She gave him an
emotional hug.

“Don’t ever say
a thing like that. Nothing would change how I feel about you.”

He leaned
against the side of the car and she chided him.

“Hey! Watch the
paintwork. I’m paying good money for this.”

“You can still
change your mind,” he teased. “It’s not too late, you know.”

She grabbed his
arm and dragged him into the office.

“You have got
to be kidding. Come on. I want to give you some money.” She was
laughing as she said, “Credit card okay?”

There was
plenty to discuss and the lunchroom at Grayco was as good a place
as any. It was convenient and more importantly, private. Ted and
Gail faced each other across the table, sipping coffee as he
considered the sealed envelope that she slid towards him on the
laminated surface.

“Aren’t you a
bit young to be writing love letters to old men?” he asked.

“Just open it,”
she said, “and you’re not old. Older, maybe, but that’s okay.”

He studied the
bank cheque for seven thousand dollars.

“What are you
trying to do here? You know there’s no hurry for the money. You’re
making me feel awful.”

Gail was
insistent.

“Look here, Ted
Starling. You’ve made me a very happy lady, so shut your mouth.
There’s seven there and I’ll have the rest for you on Monday. Not a
problem.”

“I don’t want
to clean you out,” he said.

“No fear of
that. I can’t believe what’s happening here. I just love the car
and Mum is lending me the rest. I still think you’re making a
mistake.” She pleaded with him. “Please tell me why you are doing
this.”

“Gail, the
money doesn’t matter. You see, I don’t have anyone. Dad and I came
to New Zealand alone and now that he’s gone, what am I supposed to
do?” He reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “It will
suit me just fine if you pay me twenty bucks a week until you’ve
cleared the balance. No one need know. Just between you and me.
What do you say?”

“But that’s
stupid,” she protested. “It’ll take years, and what about the
interest?”

“That’s settled
then,” he laughed. “Let’s talk about something else. Drink your
coffee and I’ll take you for a burn up the motorway.”

“It will take
five years to pay that off. That’s too long.”

“So you’re good
at maths. So what?”

Gail studied
the man opposite her. Three years she’d known him. She had been
working in the Land Transfer Office in Auckland when they first
met. He had come in to search titles and she had been taken by the
kindness in his manner; just a bit different to the run of the mill
guy with whom she dealt. He was somewhat older than she, fifteen
years older, but she’d allowed him to buy her lunch that day and
from then onwards a strong platonic relationship had blossomed;
nothing more. When the vacancy for office administrator had arisen
at Grayco, his influence had slotted her nicely into the job.

“Why did you
never marry, Ted?” She had always been curious.

“No one would
have me.”

“What rubbish.
They’d be standing ten in line.” No response. “There must have been
someone, somewhere.”

He wrinkled his
nose.

“Maybe, maybe
not. I was in love with EmmyLou Harris for a week once, but she got
this thing for Gram Parsons. That did it for me. Come on. Are we
going for that drive?”

“You bet!” She
grabbed her purse. “But we need to fly. I’ve got a meeting with the
regional manager at two o’clock. I don’t know what that’s about. It
might be to do with counselling. They’ve been hard at it this week.
Maybe he’s giving me a rise.”

At one forty
five, Gail tentatively parked the Rover at the rear of Grayco. Ted
had whisked her up the motorway as far as it went, revelling once
more in the splendour of the working man’s Rolls Royce. There he’d
stopped the car and insisted that she took the wheel and drive them
back to the office, where Tony Lancing, the regional manager, was
waiting at reception. He called them both through to his office and
introduced them to a friendly gathering of personnel from Green
Belt’s regional office. Grief and shock had been the two main items
on the menu since the tragedy, but until today Ted had declined all
offers by the company to relieve a situation that maybe, for him,
didn’t exist. Today was no different and he again thanked Lancing
for the opportunity to battle a grief he didn’t feel. He had his
own way of dealing with the situation.

Grief was no
stranger to Gail, and she accepted the invitation to discuss openly
with the group the tragic event and the way it had affected her
life. Ted withdrew and left Gail in their company, but indicated he
wished to talk to Tony in the outer office. The two men knew each
other well and had no problem getting along. Ted showed Lancing the
key for Vince Graham’s office, and made him aware of the delicate
task Dawn Graham had thrust upon him. Having spent an hour with the
lady himself earlier that day, Lancing knew what had to be done and
offered to share the situation, an invitation that Ted was glad to
accept. He went ahead to the locked door, being drastically aware
of the unfinished renovations all around. The bare pine frames and
exposed wiring evidence of a job crying out for completion.

“What’s
happening about this lot, Tony?” he asked, not really caring. “It
can’t stay like this for ever.”

“Monday,” said
Lancing. “Monday the shop fitters will be back. They’ll be out of
here in a week, hopefully.”

Inserting the
key in the lock, Ted led the way into the gloom of Vince Graham’s
inner sanctum. He flipped the light switch and the conserved light
of a dozen fluorescent tubes flickered into life, exposing the
immaculate death scene. Immediately, both sets of eyes swivelled to
the area by the window where Vince had died. The Venetian blinds
were clamped closed and Ted was about to move forward to let in the
light of Ponsonby Road, when Tony Lancing spoke from behind.

“Ted, do you
mind?” He held a handkerchief to his mouth, ready to vomit. “I
don’t think I can handle this right now.”

Understandable
enough, thought Ted. The light grey of the deep pile carpet
contrasted strongly with the area where the body had lain. Much
blood had been shed on the day but the vivid scarlet that Ted
remembered had darkened and dried to a shade of black. The chair in
which the body was found was also caked with blood, but it had been
moved and now stood on the desk. Strange, thought Ted, before
remembering Vince Graham’s tantrums that day and the manner in
which he’d cleared his desk. Tony Lancing excused himself and
withdrew. Ted closed and locked the door. He shifted the chair from
the desk and replaced it in its original position in the centre of
the stained carpet. Then he seated himself in the swivel chair
behind the desk. He rose briefly and opened the blinds, inviting
the mid-afternoon sun to carry its welcome warmth through the
opaque panels of the colonial windows, tempering the strange chill
in the room.

Seated once
more, he surveyed the entire office, allowing his gaze to slowly
circumnavigate the room. At the same time, he took a mental
inventory of its contents and fittings. Without doubt, the entire
scene had Vince Graham’s trademark on it; smart, brash and
expensively furnished. Despite the fact that the room had been
closed up for more than two weeks, the sparkle was still evident in
the expensive fittings and brass picture frames adorning the walls.
The mark of a high achiever was everywhere, with silver cups and
diplomas profusely displayed in glass cabinets, as well as on three
of the four walls. Dawn Graham’s Mona Lisa features smiled at Ted
from the shelf of the audio-visual system that filled the entire
fourth wall.

Apart from the
staff training on which Vince Graham was so hot, the forty-two inch
screen’s main purpose was to convey All Black and Ranfurly Shield
activity to a select few of Vince Graham’s peers. The full support
system included a refrigerator carrying a generous stock of
alcoholic beverages, and a liquor cabinet that would have been an
asset to any five-star hotel.

All this and
for what, thought Ted? For nothing, that’s what. The man was dead.
Yes, dead. Ted caught sight of his reflection in the glass of the
display case and smiled. Graham’s chair, Graham’s office, and the
way things were going, a crack at Graham’s wife.

He spoke out
loud.

“There you go,
Graham, you bastard. I told you three years ago that if I wanted
your job, I’d have it!”

Ted went to the
safe which was set in the floor below the desk. The large brass key
turned easily and he lifted the circular lid to reveal an aperture
about a foot square and eighteen inches deep. A series of documents
was stacked neatly inside, along with a wad of money, but Ted’s
only interest was in the batch of sale and purchase agreements,
which he extracted and placed on the desk. He removed the stout
rubber band securing them and thumbed slowly through the contents.
The transactions went back ten years and most bore the name of the
same purchaser: Mark Vincent or his nominee. Ted was sure the
document he sought was there and he wasn’t disappointed. September
13, 1982. 24 Borden Place. Vendor – Tommy Sergeant. Purchaser –
Mark Vincent or his nominee. Sale price: $39,000. Settlement date:
September 30, 1982.

Ted opened the
agreement and saw there were no special conditions to the sale. He
clenched his teeth when he recognised the vendor’s familiar
scrawl.

* * * * * *

It took him the
best part of an hour. He phoned the firm that had laid the carpet a
year before, and made an appointment for them to replace the
damaged section. That was easy, they had the batch numbers and
stock was still available. The insurance company, however, proved
more difficult and, in hindsight, Ted saw their point of view. The
damage was self-inflicted; deliberate, they said, and at that point
their liability ceased. Ted argued a while on the coroner’s
findings then decided it was not worth the fuss for a few hundred
dollars worth of carpet.

The place would
need a spring clean, mainly to remove the traces of dust, or
powder, or whatever it was the police fingerprint experts had left
behind, but that could wait until the carpet layers were finished.
He cleared the desk drawers, removed the framed certificates from
the walls, and collected up all personal items associated with the
dead man. The raincoat and Auckland rugby scarf which hung on the
hat stand he crammed into a paper rubbish sack along with all the
other items and, after one final look around the office, he flicked
the light switch, locked the door and departed. He passed through
the office observed only by Morgan, who was manning the front desk.
What had proved to be an eventful day was by no means over. Ted
placed the paper sack in the boot of the Rover before pointing its
nose towards Mt Eden, and his five o’clock appointment with Tom
Fallon.
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The suburb of
Mt Eden is a prime residential area set on the southern fringe of
Auckland city. It consists mainly of turn-of-the-century villas,
with a spattering of apartment blocks and the occasional brick and
tile home from the thirties. Doctor Tom Fallon’s medical practice
was run from one such villa which sat in the lee of the volcanic
cone, towering six hundred and forty three feet above sea level.
The waiting room was empty as Ted stepped in out of the glare of
late afternoon sun. Jessie, Tom’s receptionist, greeted him in her
usual pleasant way – “The doctor can see you now Ted” – before
ushering him through to the surgery. Ted’s appointment was the last
for the day.

It was always
‘Ted’ he reflected, moving though to the surgery where his friend
and physician was sitting on the patio in the shade of a large
umbrella. The doctor beckoned him outside.

“The best seat
in the house awaits you, Ted.” He gestured to a vacant chair and
continued to wrestle with the bottle of wine he held in his lap. “I
thought an Australian claret would be acceptable today. ’82 was a
good year. Doctor’s orders and purely medicinal. Grab a couple of
glasses and we’ll get down to business.”

The cork popped
and the wine gurgled two generous measures. Ted slouched into the
chair.

“And what else
can my good doctor do for me today, apart from turn me into an
alcoholic?”

“I’ve got the
results of your latest tests. Quite interesting, really.”

Ted laughed.
“And am I still dying?”

Tom sipped his
wine.

“We’re all
dying, Ted. Some of us sooner than others, but I must say I’m a bit
puzzled by what I’ve read. Puzzled but quite pleased, although I
still recommend the transplant.”

Ted shook his
head while continuing to enjoy his wine. He brooded silently before
saying, “No transplant. I’ve thought a lot about death and dying
over this last year.”

“Yes, mate, I
expect you have.”

“You might even
say I am beginning to look forward to it. It’s a fact that my
predicted death has affected my life quite considerably. I’ve made
a few drastic decisions over the last year and really put my
affairs in order, so to speak.”

Tom picked up a
set of papers from the table and tossed them across the surface to
his friend.

“It may be you
will have to wait a little longer than we thought. The latest tests
show your condition no further advanced than six months ago. How
are you sleeping? How’s the pain?”

“Not good on
both counts. I don’t look forward to bedtime. I’ve lost a bit of
weight; I get tired. What’s new?”

“You are
entitled to be tired. You work too hard, anyway. Why don’t you give
up?”

“No way. It’s
all I’ve got.” Ted drained his glass. “So out with it, Tom. If the
jury’s back, how long do you think I’ve got this time?”

“I am not about
to guess. It looks as though we were really off -target last time.
How’s the medication?”

“Hate it.” Ted
ignored the papers on the table. “I’ve bought a new car. The Rover.
I’d take you for a spin, but another time. How about some more
wine?” He filled each glass to the brim and settled back in his
chair. “As I said, I’ve thought a lot about dying, but I’ve thought
a lot about living, as well. The worst thing about it is the
feelings of those left behind. For all we know, death could be a
joyous occasion. How do we know? Just like moving through a
curtain.”

“Let’s hope it
is,” said Tom.

“Is that all we
have though, just hope? What about faith? One of my vendors had a
daughter last month. A wonderful baby; it was only an hour old when
I saw it and I saw something special that day. I saw the joy in the
mother’s face. I saw the joy and felt the love in the household.
You’re a doctor . . .”

“You
noticed!”

“. . . but you
know what I’m talking about. You see it all the time; birth and
death. Don’t you think death could be like that? We spend most of
our lives fearing death and all it stands for when maybe it’s
something we should be looking forward to.”

Tom was clearly
impressed by his friend’s attitude.

“But if it
were, and we knew how good it was, we all might top ourselves in
the hurry to get there. What sort of a life would we have on earth
if that were the case?”

Ted smiled and
drained the bottle.

“It’s getting a
bit complicated, isn’t it? Talking of death, I always thought the
next funeral I would go to would be my own, but it’s Vince Graham’s
funeral on Saturday. I’m going to be best man.”

They both
laughed.

“I thought you
said it was a funeral, not a wedding.”

“What’s the
difference?” asked Ted, with more laughter. “No, his widow, his ex,
asked me to do the honours on the day so I thought I’d go along;
just to make sure he’s gone.”

Tom studied his
friend across the top of his glass.

“You didn’t
like the guy, did you?”

Ted shook his
head slowly.

“He was someone
you could love to hate. Stitched a few people in his time and came
to a bad end.”

“So why work
with a person like that?”

“There’s a few
reasons, but that’s a fair question. I always say that if you want
to work with arseholes you’re better off in the gut room at the
freezing works. They’re export quality out there.” Ted picked up
the empty wine bottle and drained the last dribble into his glass.
“Vince Graham was export quality,” he breathed, then changed the
subject. “How are your folks? Back from the South Island?”

“Got back
yesterday. Had a great time. I’m going over to see them on the
weekend. You should drop in and say hello. They like you. They
really liked your dad, as well. He made them laugh.”

“That would be
right. Dad made everyone laugh. But I can’t on Saturday. I’ve got
the dig in, but I will get to see them soon.”

Tom made an
urgent mission to the wine rack in the house and returned with a
second bottle of red.

“It’s been a
few years since your dad died.” It was a statement.

Ted released a
long breath; a sigh. “Five years.” He took the bottle from his
friend’s hands and deftly drew the cork. “I miss him. He was
seventy-four, but so young. We were mates. I should have been here.
I blame myself.”

“You shouldn’t
do that, blame yourself,” said Tom.

“Did I tell you
how we lost Mum?” asked Ted.

The doctor
nodded. “Many times.”

“He must have
got a shock when he found out. He never knew, you see, not until he
got back to London; back from the war.” Full glasses once again.
“Can I tell you about Dad?”

Tom stood and
moved his chair into the shade, then settled. “Please do.”

It was late
afternoon with rush hour traffic building on the main routes around
Mt Eden, but the quiet of Tom Fallon’s patio, where two school
chums reminisced, was far removed from any disorder. Ted had shared
this story with Tom many times over forty years; each time it was
the same, but each time slightly different to the way Ted had first
heard it from his father. The Australian claret was punished as
once again Ted Starling’s memory came alive.


Part Two

Eddie
Starling

Chapter 1

September 1946
- Manor Park - London

Eddie
Starling’s first night back from the grave created a lot of
interest. The living room at No. 188 was packed to capacity with
friends, family and well-wishers. It didn’t take long for the news
to spread and London’s East End rose to the bait, laying on a feast
to celebrate. Crates of Brown Ale and Guinness took precedence over
all as they were stacked in hallway and kitchen, with the surplus
overflowing into the back rooms. Food rationing had no effect on
the long line of laden plates supplied by neighbours as ration
books were put to the sword for this special event. Another boy had
come home from the war, one given up for lost. Regardless of the
gastronomic consequences the traditional working man’s feast of
Stout and winkles was in good supply.

As hoped and
expected, Eddie had a story to tell and it was a story that would
be repeated many times by those hearing it first hand in the
boisterous atmosphere of that small room. He told his tale over the
clamour of the upright piano and between the vocal solos of aunts
and uncles, nephews and nieces. It was a happy scene tinted with
sadness, for barely a day had passed since he learned of the death
of his wife Bessie in the bombing at Dartford and he was still
coming to terms. His mind was a mixed pot of emotions for as he’d
stood before the overgrown bomb site in Carrington Road, he’d
feared the worst. An overzealous neighbour, new to the street, had
given him the news.

“Yes, luv, it
was terrible. Everyone killed. No survivors.”

Now his only
reason for returning to England was gone. Had he known, he could
have stayed – would have stayed – where he was in Auckland. In
disbelief he’d retreated to the local pub, where he was on his
second pint before the publican, Harry Phillips, recognised
him.

“’Ere, hang on.
Aren’t you Eddie Starling, for crying out loud? We all thought
you’d snuffed it, mate.”

Eddie sank his
pint and shoved the empty glass forward to the publican.

“I’m beginning
to wish I had, Harry. Give us another, will you?”

“’Ow long’s it
been, then?”

Eddie didn’t
have to think about it. “Six years.”

He slapped
half-a-crown onto the bar, but the landlord protested.

“On the ’ouse,
me old son. As much as you can handle.” He smiled. “And it’s top
shelf. I’ll have one with you, an’ all.”

More generous
servings of spirit one would never expect to see, and Eddie was
pleased to thank his host.

“You were here
when the bomb dropped in Carrington Road, weren’t you, Harry?”

“Too right,
Eddie. Terrible, terrible. Twelve killed that day. Broke every
window in the street. I’m really sorry about your wife. She was a
nice woman, your Bessie. Used to ’elp out in the private bar on
occasions.”

Eddie downed
his whiskey in one gulp and pushed the glass forward to the
landlord’s eager hand.

“I only just
found out today. I’ve been away, didn’t know a thing, and now I
find I’ve lost everything, my wife, my son, and my home.”

The landlord
was hesitant in replying.

“Eddie, I’m not
wiv yer, mate. Wherever you’ve been, it’s good you’re back. Good
you made it, but not your boy too! No, I didn’t know about that.
When did that happen?”

It was Eddie’s
turn to be confused.

“The woman, the
neighbour. She said they all were killed. She told me.”

Harry
brightened.

“No! No, no,
no. Not the boy. Not little Teddy. He was safe. He was up the road
when it happened. He was as good as gold.”

Eddie found
himself trembling.

“You mean he’s
okay? He’s safe? But where is he, then? What happened to him? Did
you know him?”

“’Course I knew
him! He was always bringing his empties ’ere for a bit of pocket
money. The last I heard he’d gone to live in London with an aunt;
in the East End, I think.”

So that’s how
Eddie Starling learned the good news and the bad. It made sense
that Bessie’s sister had taken the boy, and this was confirmed
after various conversations with the police and the Red Cross. The
Yorkes weren’t in the phone book and due to the lateness of the
hour, and the effect the over indulgence in alcohol had had on
Eddie, it was decided that he should take advantage of Harry’s
offer to stay the night and they’d travel together to Manor Park
the next morning.

It was just
before ten a.m. when Harry stopped his Austin 12 outside David
Yorke’s home.

“Thanks, Harry.
That’s a nice motor. Got a mate in New Zealand with one just like
it.”

The street was
quiet except for the Express Dairy milk cart outside the house
opposite. The horse was enjoying his breakfast from what remained
of the front hedge; there was no sign of the milkman. Eddie had
just the one bag and as Harry drove away he stood at the gate,
breathlessly trying to muster up the courage to approach the front
door and knock. Eddie caught his breath when the door suddenly
opened. The woman was distracted, fumbling with her purse, and she
didn’t see the tall stranger in the slouched hat and grey gabardine
suit. When she did, she raised her head and gave a short
giggle.

“I’m awfully
sorry, love. I thought you were the milkman.”

Their eyes met
and her smile froze. Her speech slowed and her tone became very
serious. “What is it . . . I . . . can do . . . for . . . you?”

Eddie could see
only Bessie before him, an older Bessie changed by the war years,
but definitely his Bessie. Somehow he retained control as his inner
self crumbled. He saw the light of recognition spark in her eyes
and she took a step back into the hallway. His throat was dry and
the words were faint.

“God, Kathy.
Tell me you’re not my Bessie.”

Of course she
wasn’t his Bessie, he knew that, but Eddie was a man whose emotions
had been severely tested over the last twenty-four hours and his
heart ached for love and acceptance. The pressure of the occasion
was eased by the appearance of the milkman, clinking his bottles
down onto the glazed tile of the porch.

“How are yer,
Kath? Two pints. Is that right?” and without waiting for a reply he
thumbed his delivery book open. “That’ll be seven and ten pence
halfpenny, thanks luv.”

* * * *

That was the
morning and now, in the evening, the atmosphere in the living room
couldn’t totally override the sadness in Eddie’s heart brought on
by the news of Bessie’s death. However, as he looked around at the
ring of happy faces and clasped his son close on his knee, he felt
the future was beginning for him once more. He had fielded many
questions as to what had befallen him, but until this moment had
remained uncommitted, apart from the explanation he’d given Kathy
that morning.

“I’ve been
living in New Zealand, Kath. I’ll tell you everything later.
Where’s my boy? Where’s Teddy?”

It had been a
long and anxious wait until Eddie and his son were reunited. The
boy had arrived home after his long day out, totally unprepared for
what was about to happen. The war years had turned a skinny, six
year old urchin into a wide-eyed pimply kid who stood in awe before
a father he barely remembered and failed to recognise. He hesitated
for some time before allowing himself to be engulfed in an embrace
that carried six years of longing and frustration.

Now, Dave Yorke
played the last chorus of Nellie Dean before closing the lid of the
piano. He helped himself to another Brown Ale. His fingers were
stiff from playing, but he proudly raised his glass and called the
crowd of merrymakers to order.

His speech was
a long and emotional recitation, punctuated at irregular intervals
by wisecracks and squeals of delight from the ladies, several of
whom were reduced to tears when mention was made of Bessie.

“I charge you
one and all to raise your glasses and drink to the health of our
long lost brother-in-law, Eddie Starling, and to his boy, Teddy.
God bless ’em both.”

The singing
started again.

“For he’s a
jolly good fellow, and so say all of us.”

As the voices
swelled then silenced, the revellers looked toward Eddie for a
response. Eddie slid his son from his knee and straightened, ready
to make his long awaited speech. In the room’s strong electric
light the purple line of a surgical scar was noticeable, the width
of his forehead.

“I have to
thank you all. It’s hard to believe what is happening to me. It’s
like a dream and I’m still not sure if it’s a good one or bad, but
for sure it’s been a nightmare at times. Like one of those
Hollywood pictures you see at the Odeon. I think you’re all drunk
enough to believe what I am going to tell you. I owe it to you all,
so bear with me, please.”

He drew
handsomely on his replenished pint of ale and cleaned the froth
from his chin with the back of his hand.

“I guess it all
started with Dunkirk …”


Chapter 2

When you hear
about the war and that retreat, you hear Dunkirk, but that was just
a name; just a label. That last week of May 1940 was absolute hell
on the beaches of that entire headland, down through the Bay of the
Seine, the Cherbourg Peninsular, the Gulf of St. Malo and on to the
southern reaches of the Bay of Biscay. We were trapped. Hitler’s
armoured divisions had isolated the British Expeditionary Forces in
a net five hundred miles across, encompassing the whole
north-western corner of France, and it was judged a matter of time
before we’d be forced to surrender, or perish, or both. Strangely
and much to our surprise, some obscure reasoning on Hitler’s part
delayed his decision to pull the strings that would close the net,
and the advance was stopped. While he dithered, the allied troops
retrenched and defied his strength long enough to enable the
British Admiralty to evacuate almost three hundred and fifty
thousand of our lads from those bloodstained beaches.

It was scary, a
bloody miracle. As if from nowhere, an armada of sailing craft
appeared, around eight hundred and fifty of them, large and small
and mostly civilian. They formed a nautical chain across the
twenty-one miles of English Channel to ferry us to the comparative
haven of England’s south coast. Operation Dynamo they called it.
Boatload after boatload of battle-weary boys was plucked from the
confusion and carnage of a battle that would be forever bookmarked
in history. Most of us had only the clothes we stood up in; some
didn’t even have that. It didn’t matter. We just had to get out
before Adolph woke up to the fact he’d bungled.

General Goring,
the head of Hitler’s Luftwaffe, convinced his boss that his planes
had the strength and capability to destroy the residue of the B. E.
F. How wrong could you be? He hadn’t reckoned on the air cover
provided by Fighter Command across the Channel. Those Spitfires and
Hurricanes kept his war planes more than busy whilst our lot did a
bunk. Those who survived owe their lives and freedom to the boys in
the air.

The beaches
were packed like South End on a good day. No donkey rides, though,
and definitely no deck chairs. A plate of cockles would’ve gone
down well. Hitler held all the trump cards in that savage game of
war, but he chose not to press home his advantage. In hindsight
there was much speculation as to his reason. It was thought his
personal knowledge from World War One of the lowlands and marshes
surrounding Dunkirk made him fear his armoured divisions would sink
and flounder in the soft ground. It was also said that had he
forced the surrender at Dunkirk, the humiliation felt by the
English would damage the prospects of a potential peace treaty
between the two nations. Therefore it was three days before he
allowed his army to continue across the canal defence lines towards
the beaches and Port of Dunkirk, and by then the main core of the
allied army was gone. It left in its wake an epitaph of death and a
wealth of equipment and supplies.

By June 4,
three hundred and forty thousand British and Allied troops had been
rescued and shipped across to Blighty. One thing was seriously
wrong, though – I wasn’t one of them! No, I was stuck three hundred
miles south of Dunkirk in a place called Nantes, along with about
three thousand other Tommies just as lucky I was. What a to-do! We
were there fourteen days and all seemed lost. Then, one morning,
this old coal barge turned up from nowhere. We couldn’t believe our
eyes. It held a full head of steam whilst our lads piled on one
after the other. It took what seemed like hours and I suppose it
was, but we were all cream-crackered and once on board did what we
could to rest, or sleep. It wasn’t easy. We were packed shoulder to
shoulder in every available space.

The saddest
thing about the whole lot was the civilians. We would have loved to
have taken every one of them with us, but couldn’t. They wouldn’t
have come, anyway, but they did so much to help us get out with
Jerry breathing down their necks. The German army was about ten
minutes away and they urged us to leave with cries of “Tommy, one
day you will come back. Vive la France.”

That old barge,
loaded down to the waterline, steamed out of Nantes at a little
more than two knots, picking its way through the minefields. We
expected to go up any minute, but we were lucky. Black smoke was
billowing over the town as we left and to this day I don’t know how
we made it to Portsmouth. It took us four days. What a relief! They
reckon there were three thousand of us on board and every one of us
lived in dread of air attack and submarines. Many of the wounded
died on that trip. We could do little to save them. We were crammed
like sardines in a boat that stank like a sewer when we left
it.

We sighted
Blighty’s shores with relief and that should have been the end of
it for us, but in actual fact it was only the beginning. All
able-bodied men were rounded up and despatched to various camps and
units all over Britain. Our feet didn’t touch. Everyone was
expecting Jerry to follow us across the Channel, and the
powers-that-be were anxious to form an army out of the sad lot of
souls that had made it home. I was in Supplies, attached to the 7th
Armoured Division. Some of you might think that a cushy number, but
you’d be wrong. We were always sitting ducks for Adolph’s artillery
and air attack. They knew that if they could cut off the food and
drink for the troops they would have the front line boys by the
short and curlies. We spent three days in Aldershot and then moved
en masse to East Anglia for intensive training. Before we knew it
we were on a boat for God knows where. No one told us anything;
which was just as well, I suppose. As it turned out we were
destined for the Cape of Good Hope and Cape Town, and that’s where
we ended up, despite the U-boats that preyed on our convoy. Six
ships out of eleven got through and thank the Lord, we were one of
them. We lost a lot of good men who had been through enough, yet
never had a chance in those cruel seas.

The Italians
came into the war just about the same time as Dunkirk. Fortunately
they were on Hitler’s side, which was good for us, but there were
around two hundred thousand of their troops in Libya towards the
end of 1940, and their air force was starting to become a bit of a
nuisance. Our boys, the 7th Armoured, were sent up to North Africa
where they were teamed up with the 4th Indian regiment, and between
us it took until the middle of December to kick every last one of
them Ities out of Egypt. Mind you, that’s not counting the forty
thousand prisoners they left behind. Thank God they were not on our
side, but could they eat? They took a lot of feeding.

By this time I
had made Staff Sergeant, and was in charge of feeding anything and
everything in uniform within Sidi Barrani and the surrounding
districts, which is where we were based. Christmas in the desert is
nothing like the pictures you see on Christmas cards, but at least
we were alive and making the best of a few successes. At that time
it seemed that the war was turning in our favour, but we had no
idea at all of what was going on at home. What we did know was that
Rommel was doing his damnedest to capture Tobruk, and having no
success. He threw everything he had at us, but after three days he
withdrew to consolidate, after coming up against the Australian
Infantry who were backed by our Gunners. Rommel did well, but not
well enough. Now he is one I wish had been on our side.

Now I am really
getting to the point of this story and to where, maybe, it really
begins. In the June of 1941 we had established a small supply
platoon on the outskirts of Sidi Barrani, as an attachment to a
large Holding Company. Our CO, Captain Blakey, had taken one in the
shoulder the night before, so basically I was in charge until
Headquarters sorted itself out. It didn’t matter too much, because
a small outfit like ours just ran itself. Everybody knew what to
do. We just had to get the grub to the field kitchens and they did
the rest. Meanwhile the war went on with Rommel tending to force
General Alexander out of the game. This was just before Monty got
the job; and aren’t we glad he did?

On this
particular afternoon, a despatch came in with news of a group of
New Zealanders who had come in from Crete. We’d heard about these
lads a few days earlier. Up there in the Med they’d plucked this
royal geezer, King George 11 of Hellenes, out from under the noses
of advancing German paratroops and, after a four-day trek across
the island, made good their escape to Egypt on a British destroyer.
I’ve always been one for raising morale amongst the troops and this
seemed like a good opportunity to improve relationships and spread
a bit of goodwill throughout the Empire. I just happened to have a
couple of cases of red wine tucked away for a special occasion such
as this, and as things were a bit quiet I invited myself and a
couple of the lads from the mess over to make sure these boys from
Down-Under were comfortable. We took the Bedford and drove over to
their company lines expecting to find a battle weary band of men in
need of sustenance. What did we find instead? Half a dozen chaps
playing cricket in just their underwear, using a three-o-three
rifle as a bat, Jerry cans as a wicket and an orange as a ball!

As I stepped
down from the cab, the guy at the bowler’s end tossed me the
ball.

“You’re bowling
mate,” he drawled, “but stay off his legs. He’s already made
fifty.”

That’s how I
met my best mate, Merv Harpic Matthews. Harpic? You might laugh and
so you should. A nickname, that right. We all had nicknames. He
called me Tommy. They all called me Tommy. He said I reminded him
of Tommy Trinder because the first thing I said to him when I gave
him the wine was “you lucky people.” Harpic? His mates reckoned he
was ‘clean round the bend’ and they weren’t far wrong.

Harpic had made
Sergeant in the field in Crete. His home was in Auckland, New
Zealand, and he and his mates were serving with the 18th Battalion
of the Second New Zealand Expeditionary Force. They were a wild lot
and pretty hard to control, but you couldn’t wish for anyone better
to support you when you were in a jam, as I was to find out later.
Here we had the beginning of the firmest friendship that was to be
bonded during those first few weeks in the desert. It endured a
lifetime.

An occupational
force in the desert is not something that can be easily imagined.
An advancing army carries its own resources and thrives on its
independence, with its own tradesmen effective in every facet of
existence and survival. As territory is established, miniature
towns of canvas tents and marquees blossom to accommodate throngs
of war-ravaged troops, who welcome the security of the spiralling
coils of wire that have long become the trademark of defence.
Sentries are posted and systems set in place. Field hospitals are
established, together with field kitchens and mess halls and life
becomes routine as orders are awaited for the next crack at Jerry –
or would it be Jerry having another crack at us?

It was in this
type of environment that the residue of the 18th Battalion 2nd N Z
Troops and the 14th Armoured Division joined forces to await the
pleasures of Field Marshal Montgomery. Harpic had only nine fellow
squaddies remaining from his little foray in Crete, and it hadn’t
taken too much reorganisation to get all the Kiwis shifted over to
our neck of the woods. Harpic bunked down with me in my tent, which
wasn’t exactly the Ritz, and because of the circumstances, we
eventually shared everything except underwear and tooth brushes.
There was one way in and one way out of the camp and that was the
main gate, which had two men on duty twenty four hours a day. As
well as those two blokes, armed sentries patrolled the perimeter
fence all day and all night. It was seemingly an impassable tangle
of barbed wire around eight feet high and twenty feet wide, a
routine scar on the skyline. As the days passed our lives inside
that jagged circle became disconnected from – almost indifferent to
– the world outside. Was there a world outside?

Harpic and I
had known each other about two weeks when I became aware of stuff
going missing from the stores. It was never anything too big, but
it became noticeable as the days, or rather the nights, progressed.
A bag of spuds here and a case of fruit there, making it obvious
there was a thief active in the camp. The stores tent stood twenty
yards from the perimeter wire and one morning an inspection of the
wire clearly revealed the mark of the klefti-wallah (thief) gouged
in the sand underneath. The trail was like that of a snail winding
through the sand in maze-like fashion, left and right, from the
confines of the camp to the wide open spaces beyond. Those jagged
barbed strands were so dense, so close together, that even in
daytime it was virtually impossible for a man to breach the wire,
yet the evidence was irrefutable. Under the cover of night an
intruder had come and gone, taking with him his pick of the stores.
The armed sentries patrolling at irregular intervals proved to be
no deterrent. The cunning of the wogs, as they were known, was
never to be underestimated.

This had been
happening on a regular basis and Harpic and I talked about it. We
decided to nab this blighter who chose to come and go as he
pleased. We were about to fix it. The trap was a simple one. First,
we snaffled a ball of twine from the field butchery, and ran
several lengths of the stuff from the perimeter wire across to our
kip, which was next to the stores marquee. Taking up the tension we
ran the twine in through the eaves of the tent and connected it to
a set of mess tins, which we placed on the ground between our beds.
A set of eating irons was positioned carefully in the mess tins so
that the slightest movement would rattle them; and there you had
it. Anyone coming through the wire at that point would need to be
good not to trigger our alarm system.

Harpic said it
was foolproof and reckoned we should patent the idea. So it proved
to be, at least for that night. A quiet word with the guard
commander kept him in the picture, we didn’t want his lads
upsetting the apple cart, and we were all set and ready to go.
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