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Preface
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EVERY STORY BEGINS as a whisper, a small voice in the quiet asking to be heard. The Bringing Down of the Hawk was such a whisper for me. It grew into a tale of courage and loss, light and shadow, and it has touched readers more deeply than I could have imagined.
I have always believed that a novel must feel real — lived, not invented — if it is to matter. The greatest compliment I have received about this book is that it has moved people to tears. One trusted reader remarked:
“The Bringing Down of the Hawk has the power to move readers to tears.”
Others have written to say that the characters felt like family, that the struggles on these pages echoed their own. Those words mean more to me than any measure of sales or rankings.
I include these reflections here not as trophies but as lanterns — glimmers of companionship for new readers stepping into this story for the first time. Books live only when they are read, and if these comments encourage you to turn the page, then they have served their purpose.
This novel is offered in gratitude: for the years that have allowed me to write, for the readers who have welcomed my words, and for the chance, even now, to share a little of life’s sunshine and shadows with you.
Roy Jenner
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Chapter 1
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THE SOUND OF BREAKING glass and voices raised in outrage jerked Ned Newman awake in his chair. It was 3am. He’d dozed in front of his computer having worked well into the night before nodding off and sleeping into its early hours. Now he was wide awake and not at all surprised by the extreme nocturnal activity of his neighbours. It renewed the focus on his work, but scarcely raised an eyebrow of concern for live-alone Ned. Afterhours disruptions were becoming regular events for the once serene waterfront address of Shallows Lane, but with the population increase in Auckland brought about by the vast influx of immigrants, had come change. New ownership of the flats opposite Ned’s place at number 3 was attracting the lowest of low income tenants; all birds of various feathers flocking together with as many as six beings living in accommodation designed for half that number. This hadn’t met with the approval of the longer term residents of the area as condensed inner city living continued to lower standards. As the effects of this overflowed onto the streets, frustrated home owners became obliged to tolerate the lowest low denominator of the social scene and watch property values decrease; do that, or relocate.

Ned Newman was a writer of sorts. He loved writing. It had become his passion. As a writer he also loved to read and he read plenty. It was good for him to acknowledge what it was that made successful writers what they were. To compare the same and to ponder what it was that made them succeed when  his efforts continually produced blueprints for failure. Define failure? It was at this point he always reminded himself he never really failed for early in the piece he’d learned each negative response is merely an elementary lesson in success. His philosophy remained simple; he came into the game with nothing and from then on the only way had been up. He couldn’t lose. The lessons were there for him to accept each time life presented him with its rejections.

More breaking glass from another wild party jarred the nerves competing with hurled abuse crashing on the nerves; then more fury as the screech of tortured rubber and the un-muffled roar of an accelerating vehicle added a codicil to the main event. Then silence. Now an eyebrow was slightly raised as with a sigh Ned was lured from his apathy to activate the casters of his chair to venture a sneaky look outside into the murk of another wet night. The fury of a day blasted by summer rain had overflowed into a night of constant drizzle which offered little cheer through clouded glass. He was presented with only a blackened landscape punctuated by the intermittent orbs of pale street lighting. The silence grew more sinister. All was still; nothing moved.

Ned’s indifference was clearly shared with his neighbours for they were conspicuous by their absence, in all probability lurking as he was behind closed drapes. All speechless tonight, but predictably vibrant on the morrow when with the safety of numbers and the hindsight of cooler heads the phones would run hot with strong opinions and defensive comments such as, ‘I didn’t call the police. Let someone else do it this time.’

‘I’m sick of calling the police,’ he often said, but this morning the boys in blue were on site. Someone had made the call.

Ned strove to concentrate on his work, on what he had been thinking and writing before dozing, but he was pleased to learn somebody had decided that a degree of law enforcement was required. Some misguided, altruistic being who was probably new to the area had summoned the Plod. Ned and his neighbours used to go turn about when summoning noise control before their reluctant acceptance that their reasonably safe and respected neighbourhood was experiencing a slippery slide as part of a social decline that carried property values with it. The police arrived without fanfare with no sirens, no roar of engines and no screech of brakes. They were almost subliminal as the pulsing glow of red and blue  incident lights flushed Ned’s panorama of vision to compliment the slated backdrop and inject a hint of warmth and perspective into a dreary landscape. One patrol car at first, then another; make that three, things were looking up. What was this, a police convention; a policeman's ball, perhaps? It was now four, no, three was right. An ambulance of St John had brought up the rear to add colour and dimension to the surreptitious gathering. There was every indication something big was going down. This was then confirmed by the hydraulic gasp of air brakes as a monstrous fire appliance completed the picture from stage left and straddled the road. Now it was busy everywhere as robotic figures in inflexible amber attire, garbed in  goldfish bowl visors, spilled onto the road and grass verges. A state of emergency? It seemed so for the black ink of those darkest hours before dawn was unexpectedly diluted by a scything beam of a searchlight from a hovering police helicopter whose throbbing rotors chewed up squalling sheets of rain like fruit in a blender. It seemed it was time for Ned as a nosey neighbour to become involved. It was 3.45. He shut down his computer and reached for his crutches.
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‘SHIT DOESN’T JUST HAPPEN, it’s made by arseholes, so don’t talk to me about bad luck. I make my own luck.’ Jake Newman was well aware of Ned Newman’s smorgasbord of satirical retort and had almost regretted his statement as he’d opened his mouth to console his friend about his broken leg. He knew he was inviting a seasoned reply and was not disappointed as he stood on Ned’s porch. ‘I thought you were the meals-on-wheels lady,’ quipped Ned, ‘otherwise I wouldn’t have opened the door.’ He turned his back on his visitor and retreated. ‘Come on in,’ he called over his shoulder.

‘Meals-on-wheels operate on Christmas Day then?’ asked Jake. ‘That’s good. And I was worried about you opening your presents on your ownsome lonesome. What are you doing out of bed? It isn’t even midday.’

The two men had worked together for eight years and knew each other well. It was a reasonable statement to say they hit it off like brothers, more than brothers. A physical brotherly resemblance was obvious, but that’s where it ended. The name was sheer coincidence; two Newmans, but not related. Jake followed the clunk of his friend’s crutches across the tiled entrance into the living area which reflected Ned’s success. Through bi-fold glass doors an uninterrupted cliff top view of the harbour made this a good place to be. The water sparkled with contrasting degrees of blue and silver bothered occasionally by the movement of wind powered vessels and transient motor launches. The storm had abated. It was a fine summer’s day. It was Christmas Day. Jake recognised again the familiar trademark of a man living alone in a bachelor existence. The scattered remains of breakfast punctuated by drinking glasses and discarded beer cans stretched from the dining room table and across the work surfaces of a kitchen that lacked a woman’s touch. Evidence of prior meals was piled in the sink. A stainless steel kitchen bin overflowed with plastic food wrappers, its lid at an unintended angle and a selection of broken crockery littered the tiled floor. Jake rescued the bench jug from beneath a jumble of discarded wrapping and newspapers.

‘Coffee, is it?’ he queried as a misguided jet of excess water pressure christened the front of his jeans.

‘Coffee it is.’

‘Obviously the cleaning lady is enjoying a day off, a week by the look of things around here. She doesn’t do Christmas Day, I see. Would you like me to stack these dishes in the washer?’

‘It’s full. Just make the coffee and sit down. You’re messing with the nativity with the thought of work.’ Ned had discarded his crutches and settled in a low chair, his plastered right leg draped over a leather armrest. ‘If you’ve come just to take the piss you know where the door is.’

An accustomed silence was broken with the advent of instant coffee. Jake collapsed into a seat opposite.

‘This is a cracking view. I can see why you wouldn’t want to sell.’

Ned overrode the last comment. ‘So why are you here?’

‘No one should spend Christmas Day alone,’ chirped Jake and took a mouthful of coffee.

Ned did the same, savouring the essence before saying, ‘where’s the sugar?’ and then, ‘are you talking about me, or you?’

A shrug of shoulders accompanied, ‘you, both, maybe. Yeah, you’re right, both.’

Ned was cruising in his late fifties while Jake lagged ten years behind. They’d teamed up in the wake of Jake’s broken marriage with common interests forming a basis for the good working relationship which followed. Christmas in the South Island with his teenage sons had been the plan for Jake and he’d been in the Catlins four days before learning of the luck Ned had made for himself a week earlier.

Supermarket shopping can be fun, but it wasn’t much fun on the day Ned was sandwiched between the bumpers of two cars in a customer car park at the local supermarket. This resulted in the tibia and fibula of one leg needing a bit of work. The bones had snapped cleanly like sticks of celery giving Ned a free pass to the orthopaedic ward of Auckland Hospital which became his home for the next ten days. On hearing the news Jake had taken the first plane on Christmas morning as part of the buddy-buddy support group. Seated with his friend now he knew he had made the right decision to come. Ned was gruesome for sight and with two day’s shave without a shave his bleary eyes  presented a suggestive picture of over indulgence in alcohol and loose living. That could have been believed had Jake not known better.

‘Looks like a good party last night. The boys in blue questioned my presence. They didn’t want to let me in.’

‘Nothing more than normal,’ said Ned. ‘It was still happening at eight this morning. Where does it end?’

He thought again of the furore of the earlier hours and the fire that had ravaged the flats. Despite the efforts of the fire crews in attendance the one hundred and forty year old building had been reduced to a blackened mound of charred timber in an amazingly short time. The protected heritage icon was no longer in need of protection. Without doubt it was arson. TV bulletins had confirmed that. One statement said the ground floor had been saturated with an accelerant. Two eight litre petrol cans were found in a charred hedge on the rear boundary. No one had died. All tenants and known residents had been accounted for as having been part of the overflow of people who had swarmed onto the road at the time of the crisis. The arsonist had given sufficient warning in the form of a bomb scare, for the place to be vacated. Party over! On this latter part of Christmas Day morning a fire appliance and crew remained in attendance. Ugly thick smoke hung in the air and the tang of charcoal was still compulsory for all who wanted to breathe in the area.

Jake wanted to talk. ‘It looks as though it has ended. What do you think happened?’

Ned raised a fuzzy eyebrow. ‘Somebody burned it, that’s what I think. What do you think?’

‘And did you a favour?’

‘It seems that way. The same could be said for a lot of folk around here.’

‘So who’s a suspect?’

‘Anyone living close is my guess, which would include me, I expect.’

‘And nobody died?’

‘They said that.’

‘I knew a fella once who died in a fire, a while back. He was a nasty sod. He set himself alight with lighter fuel.’

‘That doesn’t sound good.’

‘He was the sort of guy who wouldn’t put himself out for anybody.’

‘You’re kidding me!’

‘I’m kidding you.’

Jake took delicate strides through the debris of the kitchen on a quest for more coffee.

‘I can’t believe the mess. How long are you gonna leave it like this?’ he sighed. ‘This is not at all like you, but I’ll forgive you because of your bad luck. Give me fifteen minutes. I’ll sort it.’

‘You’ll not touch it.’ Ned rebelled. ‘It’s got to stay the way it is.’

‘It looks like you’ve been burgled.’ Jake was perplexed. ‘What’s going on?’

‘It’s a film set, for Christ’s sake. I rented the place to a film company for a couple of months; huge dollars. They weren’t expecting me home, not over Christmas, and neither was I, come to that. They’re filming some sort of steamy soap opera here. You would have liked to be in on that I’m sure with yards of exceptional crumpet all over the place. You should see the bedroom.’

Jake was impressed. ‘You’ve been holding out on me. Plenty of life in the old dog, eh? It will take more than a broken leg to slow you down.’

Any further discussion was halted by a solid double knock at the front door. Jake did the honours and returned with two policemen in uniform who furtively assessed the shambles of executive living with repressed comment. With the short formality of introduction over it was a sergeant who reduced himself to Ned’s seated level to glean what little information he could regarding the hours of activity leading up to the main event. He eyed with disdain the orchestrated swill that surrounded him and directed his questions at Ned with reserved contempt. It was established that Ned had been in the property since midday on Christmas Eve.

Were you aware of any unusual happenings in the vicinity last night, sir? Anything out of the ordinary, like any strange comings and goings?’

‘Comings and goings?’ Ned almost sneered. ‘You could be kidding me. Yes, plenty of those, but unusual and out of the ordinary? No. Since that place changed hands the street has been like a race track at night; for months now. Like a fairground and it was no different last night.’

The sergeant nodded to his subordinate who was taking notes.

‘Any particular instance you can name sir? Like names, or a car registration. Are you telling me you’ve had reason to complain before today?’

It was Ned’s turn to ask questions. ‘You must be new around here sergeant. Sergeant . . .?’

He paused with a question in his voice

‘Nash, sir.’

‘Sergeant Nash. Have you read the file on that place? It must be as thick as a brick layer’s sandwich. Cop cars spend more time there than they do on the road.’

Sergeant Nash conceded the point. ‘We are aware of previous events at the property, sir.’

‘Previous events!’ sparked Ned. ‘People around here were beginning to think you had a community constable on site; and it isn’t just me who says it has lowered the tone of the area.’

The sergeant didn’t conceal his contempt as he looked around at the shambles that was a designer kitchen. ‘Lowered the tone, sir? I’m not sure I understand you.’

‘You know what I’m saying.’

‘Are you meaning the adverse activity is having a detrimental effect on the neighbourhood?’

‘That’s exactly what I mean. Ted Elliott at number 6 had enough. He up and sold. Grace Jones at number 2 did the same. They lived on each side of that place and were sick of it. We’re all sick of it.’

Nash was attentive and suggestive. ‘It would appear that a number of individuals,’ he hesitated, but slightly, ‘would have an excellent reason to discontinue the tenancies.’

‘You mean burn it down?’

‘Your words, sir, not mine. Are you able to verify your movements for the last twenty four hours Mr Newman?’

Ned eased his injured leg to the floor and sat upright. ‘So I’m your number one suspect? I should have guessed,’ he jeered.

‘I have a few simple questions sir, requiring simple answers to ascertain your whereabouts. This is a routine inquiry sir, door to door at this stage. You’d understand that.’

Until this time Jake had been an interested onlooker and he now included himself in the conversation. ‘Off the grass, officer, that guy’s been flat on his back in ward 8 for the last week, or so. Who do you think he is, Lazarus?’

Ned told his friend to butt out, saying he was capable of handling the situation. The sergeant was more direct. ‘Please wait your turn sir. We will be expecting the same of you and any other free spirit who frequents these parts.’

Ned stood and collected his crutches. He led the two uniformed men through to his study. ‘If you can keep up,’ he said, ‘I’ll show you where I was from 5pm last evening.’

It was an academic room, twelve feet square, with twelve feet of headroom. A desk housing a computer sat against one wall which was lined to the ceiling with crowded bookshelves. Two walls with plain décor hosted a variety of framed pictures and diplomas and an unframed canvas in oil of the Q E 2 entering Auckland Harbour. The fourth wall was mainly casement windows covered in drapes, floor to ceiling. Ned’s office chair was side on to the glass. The PC screen still burned with a Microsoft document. He dumped his crutches and slumped into the seat then spun the chair to face the two men. Raising his game leg before him he highlighted the cast to the sergeant, thinking as he spoke the men were merely doing a job, acting in the interest of justice, law and order, whatever. However he failed to resist the opportunity to exploit his sarcastic streak. This was not a simple plaster cast employed to remedy Ned’s injury. With the lower leg of his jeans removed the cast encased the limb from knee to gaping, swollen extremities which were his toes exposed by a frayed gap in the dressing. Two twenty five centimetre stainless steel pins had been inserted through the limb, one above and one below the fracture to protrude each side of the calf. These acted as housings for a pair of steel clamps. The adjustment of winged nuts applied pressure which held the shattered ends of bone in position, to allow healing.

Ned made the two members of the constabulary fully aware of his situation. He pointed to the angular frame of steel that caged his leg. ‘Charnley compression clamps, sergeant, in case you’re wondering. They rip shit out of the bedding as well as slowing you down just the slightest. No good for your love life. That’s why I spent the night in this chair. That way I was able to enjoy the compassion of my neighbours who were coming and going, as you put it, until all hours; until your lot turned up. Then we all watched the place burn together.’ The sergeant’s mumbled words were interpreted to be of sympathy. ‘Before that I arrived from the hospital in a cab around midday. I didn’t want to hang around so I jogged down to the gas station, grabbed a can of gas then did the business across the road.’

Ned’s exasperation was overflowing yet he knew it was totally unreasonable to frustrate a situation by inflicting his satire upon those with the job to do. He apologised, explaining his muddled brain, caused by a night without sleep and the trauma of injury. He described the disturbances of the night, the duration, the breaking glass, the raised voices and the racing vehicles.

‘I heard women’s voices, but men out there as well. One car was a four cylinder by the sound of it.  Dragging the exhaust and a slipping the clutch I would say. It had great trouble getting out of second gear, but still managed to leave a lot of rubber on the road.’

Nash took notes, seemingly unaffected by what he learned. ‘And what of the other residents here; might I ask where they are now?’

They were back in the lounge and his attention was directed at Jake who said very little other than, ‘I don’t live here.’

‘He doesn’t live here,’ echoed Ned. ‘I live alone.’

Nash was eyeing the shambles of the dining room and the remains of a table set for five as he repeated, ‘you live alone, you live alone?’

He listened with understanding relief as Ned relayed the story of the film company and switched his attention to Jake who produced an airline boarding pass and waved it before him.

‘Seven o clock flight out of Dunedin this morning. It was you who let me through the police cordon less than an hour back, remember?’

Nash hadn’t forgotten and being satisfied with their inquiries for the moment, the police left, leaving the two men alone to enjoy a shattered Christmas Day.

‘So are you staying the night, Jake, or what? I can let you have the kinky bedroom if you want. The crew has finished in there, but it still smells like a knocking shop.’

‘You’d know, of course, what those places smell like.’

‘Just guessing,’ smiled Ned, being appreciative of his friend’s company.

‘A sleep-over would be good. I’ll not be going south again until Easter and I’ll be looking for somewhere to  rent in the New Year. My place is sold and I’m out of there in eight weeks.’
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IT DIDN’T TAKE MUCH to excite Eric Dunsheath. He was a self indulgent individual with bundles of money who always ensured he got the things in life which were important to him with little regard for the effect his actions had on other people. In recent times he had struggled with new challenges in his life and now, in his early forties, he was exploring several fresh directions while unaware of the chemical changes occurring within. Despite change his thinking remained the same; new car, new job, younger women, except for the fact he wasn’t in need of a new job. A new car he had, more than one, yet he had little, or no, use for any. Young women were par for the course for him as he had never married and money was there to buy him a lease on love whenever he wanted it.

It was January 5, Twelfth Night and summer had turned on a day to warm the hearts and hides of the sun worshipers sprawled on the headland rocks of Shallows Bay. It suited the sleaze of Eric’s personality to have a nudist beach directly below his property. Eric had private access from his property to this secluded spot; steps cut into the cliff face, but the discriminant few who sought to bare it all were obliged to wait for low tide and endure a scramble around the rocks before offering their bodies to their sun god; and Eric Dunsheath For such people it was a popular spot, for Eric Dunsheath it was very popular. Compared to most residential developments of Auckland Shallows Lane was more recent. It was a product of the nineteen eighties and the homes there contrasted strongly with the surrounding colonial structures of the twenties, part of the main growth of Auckland. Eric’s home sat on six thousand square metres of level land at the end of the lane. The name Shallows on a poker burned slab of native timber was displayed on the ornate steel of his main entrance gates.

In 1988 master butcher George Domby returned from Australia to  claim his family's bequest. His grandfather had found it hard to live past his one hundred and third year and had outlived all those near and dear to him with George as the one exception. The house in which the old chap was born was the house in which he died, a grand villa built from heart timbers standing in splendour on an eight thousand square metre parcel of rural land flanking the southern coastline of Auckland harbour. It was a wonderful situation in which a prodigal grandson found himself in Auckland with a growing population and land values at a premium. George’s pecuniary talents were immediately brought into play as he exploited the benefits of subdividing the land into residential plots. The freehold land area for the villa he reduced to the required minimum, eight hundred square metres and developed a site more than six times that on the cliff edge for his own home. The remainder of the land he cut into five equal sites, serviced down the centre by a no-exit road which finished at the gates of his property.

Amid the hue and cry of conservationists the protected villa was sold at public auction and the forthcoming money used to build quality homes for which buyers were readily available. Many scorned the rural decline, but it could not be denied a prime residential development had emerged. George’s coffers were  now swollen enough for him to fulfil  his objective which was  the development of his dream home that featured an art studio, gymnasium, tennis court and swimming pool. Adjacent to the home he installed a one hundred seat theatre to support his passion for live music. This feature with its entertainment lounge and kitchen with walk-in cool room and freezer would cater for the hobnobbery of society, company functions, weddings and the like. This was a magnificent setting. The cliff edge theatre overlooked Shallows Bay in a surround of native bush and timbers and as a result Shallows Lane became a much sought after location. When complete it featured five executive dwellings, The Shallows Estate and the original dwelling which was converted into flats by the new owner. The new owner was Eric Dunsheath.

George Domby was able to enjoy a full summer in The Shallows before suffering his first heart attack which was severe and his last. Grieving Pamela Domby took six months to consolidate before withdrawing with her two teenage daughters to her place of birth on the Gold Coast of Australia. The Shallows came discretely to the market and was sold immediately. The new owner was Eric Dunsheath.

Eric Dunsheath was a deviant who in his early teens had been attracted to the wilder side of life. He declined to work and lived rough in a vagrant situation. Most nether regions of motorway gullies were well known to him as well as remote bus shelters and empty sections which provided cheap accommodation. He was an adept thief, but was smart enough to know that certain aspects of crime were a danger to him having neither the contacts, nor the people skills to dispose of stolen property. He dealt only in cash, other people’s cash which offered the only logical benefit. The occasional handbag snatch in shopping centres and supermarket car parks was sufficient to sustain his standard of living. He operated only during the hours of darkness when most of his transgressions were blamed on street kids, because of his size. Eric was a dwarf, one of the little people. His most generous height measurement was one hundred and twenty five centimetres. He endured twelve years of ridicule in the Baptist orphanage at whose door he had been deposited at birth before breaking free. The beer carton that had once held two dozen beers was his first crib.

The inferiority complex that was injected into his intellect as soon as he became aware of his condition presented a daily battle. He suffered total anguish! Why couldn’t they understand they were the ones who were different? Yet this didn’t prevent him asking himself, ‘was it a complex?’ Inferior! With an IQ of one hundred and ninety one? Hawkins and Savant were among the few to surpass that degree, so how did it become necessary for him to survive in a world where understanding and sympathy were harder to accept than direct ridicule? Ridicule of his peers? He had no peers. None that he knew. Was it also a blessing that he had a hearing impairment and at moments of choice could become disengaged from the verbal slights that pierced the senses and hardened the heart? All this contributed to the fact that by his twentieth year Eric’s heart had become case hardened to the degree he considered himself fireproof.

Yet Eric wasn’t one to fool himself. His was a heart that was due to run out of time. It is a recorded fact that it is  rare for a dwarf to live much past forty years of age and he was aware that these next few years were almost certainly fated to be his last. His consultations with medical specialists served only to confirm what he knew and line their pockets. There was no miracle cure. Eric had never allowed himself to be short of money. He contrived always to be in a position where his incomings exceeded his outgoings. The money he spent went mainly on food. Living rough, what else did he need? Children’s clothes he stole from clotheslines. In his degradation he was happy and not at all stressed. It was all he knew and during his ten years on the streets he’d acquired the art of merging with the landscape. He was totally streetwise and was never once called before the courts, though in the corrupt level of antisocialism he was legendary. He shunned all welfare benefits and services available to him. He paid no taxes. He didn’t exist.

There came drastic change with the onset of his twenty-fifth winter and the ravaging storms from the south-west that were part of that time of year when Eric’s future was sealed by the most amazing stroke of fortune. It was at winter time he made most of his money. The streets were darker with fewer daylight hours. Old ladies with brimming shopping bags became more vulnerable, but Auckland Airport was on his patch where its international and domestic operation had fashioned a buzzing metropolis on the shores of the Manukau Harbour. When the south westerly roared through the Heads at the gateway to the Tasman Sea it took no prisoners. In such conditions it was common for air travellers to be exposed to that wild element when crossing the tarmac to board their flights. A person could be in the air and halfway to their destination and still not be aware of what has been sucked from an exposed wallet or a hesitant hand by the severe gusts.

Creature of the night Eric came into his own in this situation. It was his practice to scavenge the north and east perimeter wires of the airport terminal on a regular basis, never failing to gain some level of satisfaction from the debris found clinging to the diagonal mesh of the fencing.  It was a bad night when he failed to make himself twenty dollars from the various denominations of paper currency that had been whipped away from rightful fingers in moments of distraction. Duty Free receipts were quite a common find as were boarding passes. Over the years he’d acquired an interesting collection of American currency to be matched by the same in Australian ten and twenty dollar bills. Lottery tickets were rare, but the one he found on one dampened, dark morning, wet and soggy and plastered to a concrete post was of the rarest order.

New Zealand’s national Lotto PowerBall lottery had jackpotted for six magnetic weeks in a row before being struck by one winner. For the three weeks following the draw the sum of fifteen point seven million dollars lay unclaimed; unclaimed until Eric Dunsheath in his innocence presented his soggy find at a local Lotto outlet. This was an action which changed his whole life, his future and the future of an unknowing traveller; two futures blowing in the wind. So it was he moved somewhat surreptitiously, but directly up the ladder of good fortune and security while retaining his survival instincts and wisdom of the streets which allowed him to trust no one in any circumstance with his inbuilt radar system always on ready alert. Eric Dunsheath became a rich man, but he was dying.

It took not much to excite Eric and on the phone this Twelfth Night he was overexcited. He was unloading big-time on someone who was allowed to contribute little to the conversation. His voice was raised and his manner decisive.

‘Don’t hand me bollocks, Des, I grew up on bollocks. Your trouble is you’re getting paid too well. I’m paying you too much money.’ His manner was now scathing. His voice screeched from a voice box as small as a pea. ‘It doesn’t bother me what bloody day it is and who is, or who isn’t working. You can take holidays anytime you like, but don’t talk to me again until you’ve got a contract for me to sign. And that had better be soon.’ The phone slammed into the cradle and at the other end of the line realtor Des Caldwell breathed a sigh of despair.

At The Shallows Eric paced his property like a raging bull to come to a halt at his main gated entrance. With balled fists gripping the iron bars he thrust his head against the grill in frustration and surveyed the vista that was Shallows Lane like a child studying a display in a sweetshop window. There was much to behold that could satisfy his longing. The road stretched straight for sixty metres then turned sharply left to the intersection. To the right and below, the sea, like an artist’s wash, merged with the reflective blue of the sky to form a canvas for the line of red crested Puhutakawa trees that shaded three architecturally designed homes. The ire seething within Eric was allowed to settle. He calmed and released his grip on the railing and then retreated a couple of paces. To the left on the opposite side of the road the scar of his burned flats contrasted strongly with the magnificence of the surrounding properties. It was almost two weeks since the fire and he was no longer bothered by the indisposition. The insurance was adequate to compensate for his financial loss and although he’d always had a soft spot for the flats the incident had only nuisance value. They had served their purpose. It was time to move on and he was moving on.

At number 6, the house next door to the flats things were definitely moving. Through his rage Eric smiled with satisfaction at the sight of his nearest neighbour Ted Elliott in the process of saying his last goodbyes to the home he had loved. His car was on the drive hooked to a Hire Pool trailer that was loaded to capacity. Settlement on that sale was scheduled for the day coming. The new owner wouldn’t present a problem. Eric Dunsheath was the new owner. Yes, the flats had served their purpose. The old lady at number two still had a month to go. She had been sewn up nicely like a lamb to the slaughter having rolled over beautifully to the anonymous cash offer on her property. This followed several well orchestrated wild nights in the street, courtesy of Eric’s dial-a-party roughnecks from the streets. Now it was done there was little for her or Elliott to complain about for he’d paid them more than market price as he couldn’t have afforded the risk of them coming to the market to be picked up by other purchasers. Anyway, this wasn’t about money. What difference did a few thousand dollars make to him? This was about power and about payback for forty years of humiliation.

The coastal side of Shallows Lane was a different proposition and one to which he needed to apply himself more strongly. He knew the problem here; the real estate guy at number three, Newman. That smart bastard knew more than was good for him and was proving to be a bit of a challenge. Three weeks prior to Christmas he’d refused an anonymous offer twenty thousand dollars in excess of fair market value. It was good practice for Eric not to put his name on any offer he made on any property. It always worked well for him as a nominee  buyer. That way he remained faceless through his agent, Des Caldwell. Eric had left Newman alone since he had rejected the offer to concentrate on the two properties across the road. It was time once more to reassess the situation; time for another lesson to make Newman understand what was good for him. The first lesson had been pointed enough and sufficient to slow him down. It had to be admired the manner in which he handled the crutches.

Eric was calm now. He watched with strong apathy as Ted Elliott locked his front door and stood on the front lawn to study his house for what was to be the last time. After a quiet moment he turned decisively and took his place behind the wheel of his Holden, turned the key and drove slowly away. At the intersection he stopped briefly and gave way to a sleek, two-seater open top convertible Mercedes that cruised to a halt at the gates of The Shallows. Behind the wheel a female; blonde, tall, thirty maybe with full figure and no bra under a tight white blouse, a black leather skirt, knee length stiletto boots and shades. All class, but most of this was obscured from the little person’s vision. He could see only Randy Pearce’s blonde crown and shades, but he knew the rest by heart. She was here to satisfy his appetite for the day, just as he had ordered. At a touch the electric gates opened and the Mercedes purred onto the property and parked in its regular spot by the house. The gates closed and Eric checked the time, 12:55. It was time, time for his perversion.
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Chapter 4
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WHEN THE GRADERS MOVED into Shallows Lane to level the burned heritage of number 4 the stark reality of what had happened really hit home to those few residents who turned out to watch. No amount of care on the part of the demolition crew could deny the disfiguring spread of charcoal and debris that tainted the grass verge and tar seal as an incessant line of dump trucks serviced the property. Two days of steady application on their part reduced the site to an odious plot of land with the main talking point being, what will be built there? These were moments of reinforcement for some homeowners as they appreciated the value of paid up premiums on insurance policies.

Ned was alone once more. With the film crews gone and the house back to normal he was interred in a time machine on a waiting cycle. Waiting for the bones to mend, waiting for the cast to be removed, and waiting to get back to work? Not really. With Jake having moved on Ned was able to drop the façade of repartee which was an influencing factor in his recovery, but time alone was also important and Jake having sensed he’d done enough didn’t have to be told to withdraw. With the fire being so close to home there was none better than Ned to know how close, not even Jake. The searing words, no sprinklers, no smoke alarms, had messed with his brain that Christmas Day and they remained adhered to his thought pattern these two weeks later. With Jake gone he could now work hard on the subject of purging himself of a recurring horror that had stayed with him for more than forty years. It is always easy to cast blame, but blame doesn’t change history and doesn’t reverse events. No amount of blame can bring back the dead and no amount of counselling was sufficiently effective for Ned to think anything other than, ‘it was my fault. I should have . . . ’

Ned’s parents had died when their Mount Eden home burned in nineteen sixty seven. The coroner’s report had stated cause of death as being asphyxiation in each case and emphasised the fact that the absence of smoke alarms and sprinkler system contributed to the result. The couple died in their beds when the villa was burned like tinder by a blaze that began in the kitchen. The fire officer’s words that morning to the few who stood outside the police cordon surveying the smoking ruin were later echoed in the coroner’s findings. ‘It’s simple, sprinklers, or smoke alarms would in all probability have saved them.’

Ned Newman was one of the few and he was forced to recall one of the last conversations he’d had with his mum and dad over dinner before going off on a three day pig shoot. He was twenty years old then and it still haunted him, the benefit of smoke alarms, an innovation in the sixties.

‘Not before time, dad, leave it to me. I’ll get ‘em. I’ll take care of it.’

The sad fact was he had made the purchase, he’d bought three, but he hadn’t installed them. It was on his list of things to do on his return. At dawn on the morning of New Year’s Day his Harley turned the corner in the wake of a speeding fire appliance to find the house blazing. There was nothing to be done to save those within. The saddlebags of the Harley were crammed with wild pork and under the pork were the smoke alarms. How real did that feel to Ned forty years later? Very real and there had been no way in that time he had come near to forgiving himself. This made his life worthless as he played catch-up in every situation.

Ned was thankfully able to think of other things on the third Sunday into January.  9am and the sun four hours towards its zenith made breakfast on his back terrace an ideal circumstance. He loved mornings and wished it could be morning all the time. He was convinced where he was now was the only place on earth to be for he loved the privacy, the view, the excitement of an uncertain day ahead; and the two tiers of bacon sandwiches he’d prepared to satisfy his fetish. On top of that he was alone. ‘Why would I
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