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June 1941 - Sahara Desert North Africa.

A BLACK SPECK IN A clear blue sky over a sun scorched eastern desert quickly transformed into the vital shape of an ME 109, the end product of ingenious German precision and a scything tool in the hands of any skilled pilot of Goring’s esteemed Luftwaffe. In an open cockpit one such pilot Luft-major Broer Altschul, master of one hundred and ninety nine victories, allowed himself a sigh of satisfaction as he jammed open his throttle to power the black and silver charge through a comfortable arc to a height of five thousand feet. At twenty six years of age he was already an old man, his mind bearing the scars of almost two years of conflict, but still supportive of Rommel’s North African campaign.

The khamsin had struck without warning on the morning of the previous day as the exhausted air crews of proud Hitler youth underwent pre-flight briefing for another demanding day of conflict. Almost two days of stinging sand storm had seen what remained of his fighter squadron grounded in frustration as an immeasurable swirling wall of sand had blotted out the landscape and engulfed their machines. Powerful weapons of war defused as the conflict was put on hold to await the pleasure of Mother Nature. The question never allowed to be asked was why were they in North Africa, anyway? The orders of Herr Hitler were there to be obeyed, not questioned when in the face of serious losses Reichsmarschall Herman Wilhelm Goring had ordered a further twenty fighter aircraft across the Mediterranean from Sicily to support Rommel’s tanks. Broer’s aircraft was one of those planes and of that twenty only five remained as the pressure of conflict increased and the German offensive turned to an alarming defensive action. Rommel was on the run. His mighty armoured division had faltered before the impetus of the British Eighth Army, but both sides now were forced to take time out to await the outcome of the storm over the shifting sands of the Sahara Desert.

Broer's tour of duty in Europe had ended with the disappointment of Dunkirk and he had welcomed his transfer to North Africa where he was confident he would be part of the final crushing and annihilation of the British. It was not for him to question the wisdom of Herr Hitler’s actions, but why in 1940 had the Fuehrer not continued with his magnificent purge of France to advance across the channel to England? It had been whispered by braver tongues than Broer’s that the Fuehrer had erred. In excess of three hundred thousand allied troops, isolated on those northern peninsulas, had been at his mercy. They should have been eliminated; cut off like ants on an overhanging vine.

Since then the playing field for the savage war game between Hitler and Churchill had shifted and it was now the turn of the scorching sands of the Sahara to absorb the blood of the dead and dying, of which there was a countless number. With the fall of Tobruk it appeared Rommel’s reputedly invincible armoured division had stumbled for the first time. Could it be the great man had overestimated the worth of his Italian allies who had scattered like poppy seeds in the face of adversity? This would seem to be the case for there was word that forty thousand of Mussolini’s soldiers had sought the sanctuary of the white flag as Montgomery’s artillery and infantrymen defied their complacency while under the leadership of the Desert Fox.

Little more than an hour had passed since Broer and his four remaining comrades had gathered before their machines ready for takeoff. Today there was an air of foreboding and lack of confidence which overrode the everyday arrogance of his Arian friends. Friends, was hardly the correct term, for whereas all air crews were normally known to each other, the fighter pilots spent most of their time alone in the confines of the cockpits of their war machines. Unlike the closeness of a tank or bomber crew, or a platoon of infantrymen, the fighter pilot had only himself for company. He came to like it that way and he became  good at it.  But this day was different. What remained of Broer’s subservient squadron of men bade each other farewell with  reverence. Today each one would leave the ground with fuel tanks nearer to empty than full and much less than a full complement of armoury. Not one of them knew where he would land his aircraft when the machine was no longer powered to fly. There was but one order for the day for them all: search, destroy, and retreat!

With the sandstorm having passed, Broer’s keen eye scanned the heavens for activity on what he sensed was the last day of the war for him. What could he destroy? There was nothing. Below, the jaundiced expanse of desert stretched forever in all directions with no sign of life. There was nothing; not man, not beast, just a bland world of rolling dunes that seemed hardly worth the fight, but suddenly there was movement to the west, barely visible, but movement. In one action he closed the throttle and eased the controls forward, entering into a silent dive that took him down to less than one thousand feet. The dust trail before him was caused by a lone vehicle, a jeep, or utility wagon and as he powered closer the unmistakable insignia of the British army became clear to him.  He was beyond them in an instant, scouring their presence at around one hundred feet before climbing to the south and turning to seek the backdrop of the sun. This now became routine. Kill number two hundred, almost definitely his last, was at his mercy.

Broer was ready. He closed the cock pit and adjusted his goggles then bore down strongly on his target, thumbs poised over the buttons of his guns. As he approached the truck slammed to a halt and he saw three, no four desperate figures spill from its interior. His cannons spat fire, but he had over shot and he knew he’d missed his target as spurting lines of dancing sand erupted ahead of the vehicle. No matter, for next time there would be no mistake. Again he came in from the sun. The truck was moving once more, weaving it way across the sands, leaving two, or three of its passengers flattened in its wake. As it stopped once again in the shelter of the dunes the driver leapt from the cab and made a run back to his comrades. It was easy for Broer; this time there was no mistake. A gentle pressure on the button and a rain on fire cut the figure down and ripped through the vulnerable frame of the vehicle. The 109 soared away to the south once more leaving a billowing column of black smoke and fire in his wake; an epitaph to the deed.

Broer grunted in satisfaction. He dipped his wings in his customary victory salute then turned again to finish the job. He felt power. He held people’s lives in his hands. Live or die? As he closed over the target for a third time the only sign of life was a solitary figure racing across the sand towards the fallen driver. Die! The running man had no chance. The guns spilled their cargo of death in one last salvo onto the scene below before becoming silent and the fleeting form contorted into a crumpled heap across the body of its comrade.  With his two hundredth victory Broer knew his guns were empty. There was no response to his continued pressure on the firing buttons as he again gained altitude and circled the death scene below. It would appear at least four of his targets had fallen victim to his attack with no sign of life; no movement around the burning wreck. To the west he spied another figure running away from the scene; small, a boy! The picture was clear as Broer swept in one last time over the burning wreck.

Broer spoke aloud. ‘There is no need to run, my child. My guns are empty.’

But where to run, for now it was now Broer’s turn to run?  Without fire power and fuel his trusty aircraft was useless and he turned its nose to the north east in anticipation of the inevitable. Soon his fuel tanks would be dry. If he were to land it had to be beyond reach of the enemy. He could not allow his charge to fall into their hands. His fuel gauge told him he had but a few minutes of flying time remaining. What to do? He already had decided long before takeoff that day he would never surrender his plane and the north and the Mediterranean coastline became his resolve. If he came down in the desert he would fry. No thank you. He would take his chances in other ways. Flying had been his life and if need be it would be his death. With his cockpit open once again he lifted the nose of his aircraft and put it into a steady climb. Higher now, higher and at eight thousand feet he felt the dying symptoms of Willy Messerschmitt’s dream product as the fuel lines sucked at empty tanks.

Ahead the crystal blue of the Mediterranean Sea merged with the skyline and contrasted strongly with the arid land directly beneath the faltering aircraft. In almost four hundred sorties Luft-major Broer Altschul had never had occasion to use his chute, but now he did not hesitate. He checked the straps on the harness and quickly freed himself from the cockpit being instantly sucked free to fall into clear air. At best his iron steed would travel on to be claimed by the surging currents of the middle ocean. At worst it would fragment into a mass of twisted steel and technology on the foreshore; either would be a tragic end for such a supreme instrument.

Cool air clutched at his cheeks as he fell then he felt the hard pull of the harness on his torso as his chute opened. Above him the canopy blossomed into a gusting membrane of mushrooming silk, offering instant relief from the glare of the day as he was welcomed into a swaying world of silence. In his descent he was first carried out over the ocean, but at a lower altitude strong off shore breezes enabled him to target the beach as a potentially safe landing area.  The ground was coming up quickly and his presence had not gone unnoticed. A group of khaki clad figures moved from the shelter of trees on the shoreline to the west. They were armed; British troops and they came at the run along the foreshore towards where he would land, rifles at the cant,

Resigned to the situation Broer ditched his log book into the sea along with his prize Luger that had never fired a shot in anger. His landing was from the text book in the lee of a small bay. Stepping from his harness he left his chute flapping on the sand at the mercy of the incoming tide and prepared himself for a confrontation. It would not be long in coming. He took one cigarette from the gold case his parents had given him for his twenty-first birthday then sadly hurled the beloved item into the sea along with his wrist watch. Stories of souvenir hunters were common. No one would benefit from his loss.

He lit up, ditched his lighter then sat on a rock and savoured what could be his last smoke and waited. They were careful. There were ten of them. Firstly one, then two familiar figures of the British Tommy rounded the headland and advanced tentatively to be followed by the rest of their group. Fixed bayonets! That was good. Did they expect a fight? Was he that good? He refused eye contact and concentrated on the end of his cigarette as a senior NCO took the initiative and stepped forward. The remainder of the troop encircled him. Broer filled his lungs with smoke one final time then with a twisting heel ground his half finished smoke into the sand. He stood and faced his enemy.

The sergeant spoke. ‘If yer’d like to put yer ‘ands over yer ‘ead, yer Kraut bastard, yer may ‘ave ‘arf a chance of living ‘til the end of the war!’

Broer knew little of the English language, but the body language was good. He suffered a smooth grin and slowly raised his hands.
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29 February 1988 Auckland New Zealand

TED STARLING STOOD on the open viewing deck at Auckland’s International Airport, his shoulders hunched rigidly against the sudden squall that swept with a relentless force across the busy tarmac below. The wind had been vigorous all morning, but the rain was unexpected and it peppered the handful of unprepared spectators, all of whom, clad only in light, summer clothes were forced to scurry inside to seek the sanctuary of the glass panelled viewing enclosure built purposefully for moments such as this.

All except for Ted. Ted wasn’t in a scurrying mood. He stood oblivious, braving the elements, watching and waiting as the vague outline of an Air New Zealand 747 emerged from the mist, its powerful image ghosting defiantly towards the terminal building. The whine of the turbines increased to an intensity as with an unerring judgement the ship’s master nosed his green and white charge, slowly now, with a practised ease to a halt at gate 6. Only then did the high pitched engine noise decline through several octaves before becoming silent. With a satisfied grunt Ted turned and entered the main building and directed his steps to the arrival hall. It was 2pm and Flight TE 2 from Sydney was on time with the love of his life, Dawn Graham aboard.  Now he chose to hurry. He skipped lightly down the escalator, its slow, downward slide provoking his impatience as, like an excited schoolboy he anticipated her appearance from immigration. He sensed that despite her indulgence in first class travel it could still be at least half an hour before she would appear. Yet, short of breath, with pulse racing he did not delay in joining the crowd of greeters as they gathered in the arrival hall.

It was barely four months since she’d walked into Ted’s disrupted life to further disrupt his reason for living and contradict his reason for dying, but since that first day he’d understood she was special. Her beauty and personality completely dissolved any logic and control he had over his actions and it became obvious from the outset that her feelings for him were the same, making it impossible for either to walk away. They behaved like two teenagers in love, except that he was fifty three and she was forty one. There was none more loved than she.

Ted’s wait wasn’t to be a long one. In less than twenty minutes Dawn’s elegant form glided through the customs exit, her eyes anxious, scanning the sea of faces in search of her man. Nonetheless they were twenty long minutes during which he took a trip down a very short memory lane, harking back to their first meeting in the stately coolness of the Clouds restaurant of Auckland’s Hyatt Hotel. Was it only four months? It seemed like a lifetime. Living in New Zealand five years earlier Dawn Graham’s marriage had become broken which provoked her move to Sydney and it was her business trip to Auckland in October ‘87 that coincided with the violent death of her ex-husband, Ted Starling’s employer. Ted sold real estate and had been employed by Vince Graham, the owner-operator of Grayco Realty, the largest and most successful real estate company in New Zealand.

Graham died a rich man having amassed a large fortune during his devious career. His last will and testament was uncomplicated. There were no surprises there.  Graham had remained unattached and always boasted until the time of his death of his continued love for his ex-wife. He told those close to him of which there were few, he had never fully recovered from her ending the marriage. As well as ownership of the Grayco Real Estate franchise his vast estate included an extensive portfolio of residential and commercial property, the bulk of which was a massive twenty eight per cent share holding in SHOPSMART, the biggest shopping city in Auckland; in New Zealand. Such wealth placed him in the top two per cent of the rich of New Zealand and the manner in which he achieved such wealth placed him before his maker.

Everything he owned he left to Dawn as his sole heir, but she had not suddenly become rich with his passing. At that time she already was a self made career personality and a celebrity in the world of women’s fashion. The severed ties of her marriage had released her independence and personal talent that had been stifled during those two years of union by a standard of living that saw a little rich miss want for nothing; other than dignity and an identity of her own.  Divorce was not the end. It simply signalled a beginning for a spirit misguided for far too long. Once free she soared on the wings of inspiration and the ardent desire to succeed. As she moved into her thirties she was fully aware she was starting from the back mark, but this served only to spur her on to success.

Dawn was a graphic artist with a flair for fashion design. Before her marriage she had sought recognition at most of the top fashion houses in Sydney, but had accepted their constant rejection as part and parcel of a hard world that offered no favours. With comfortable dollars as part of her matrimonial settlement she was able to form her own design and manufacturing company and then approached retail outlets for recognition. Working only in wool and after a slow start, her garments won acclaim from the elite of Sydney forcing her to enlarge her premises and employ a large number of staff. It took time, but from the start it was obvious that for her success was imminent. She became unstoppable. The rights to her fashion label Elegance and Ewe were eventually purchased by leading fashion retailers in Australia, London and New York; and now in New Zealand, hence the reason for her visit in October that coincided with the death of her ex-husband.

Graham’s estate surely sweetened the pot, but without his millions she had been worth millions and it was not part of her plan to be snowed under by a business empire this side of the Tasman, no matter how lucrative. Initially it had been her intention to dispose of all of Graham’s estate and it was then she met Ted. In him she recognised qualities that were lacking in most of her business associates and in an instant made her decision. Without consulting him she transferred a fifty per cent shareholding in Grayco Realty to his name and at the same time she gave him control of her property portfolio and her entire New Zealand interests.

To her surprise this was not well received by Ted, serving only to induce anger within him which she found difficult to understand; until she was forced to listen to his explanation.  At the time of their meeting there was no man in her life, a situation that had existed for too long and consequently it was the Adam within Ted that had appealed to the Eve within Dawn. He was also unattached and during an evening of revelation on the eve of Vince Graham’s funeral they had first shared a meal and subsequently shared a bed. Listen and learn were the watch words her mother had instilled into her brain since infancy and it was a doctrine that was to carry no stronger relevance than it did on that grey November weekend.

She had listened as Ted told of his arrival in New Zealand as a child. After forty years there was still no mistaking his English heritage, which was evident in the way he spoke and his mannerisms. He touched lightly on the tragedies in his life, tending to focus more on his successes. These included his development of a market trading career in Sydney’s Paddy’s Markets. Dawn, like most true blooded Australians, was more than aware of the existence of Teddy Boys’ Picnic and she was thrilled to learn Ted had been the innovator of the market outlet that had become a household word the length and breadth of Sydney.

She was chilled to learn that despite his successes and his apparent physical fitness the top medical teams in Austral-Asia had decided his projected life span was probably twelve months, maybe a little more. Heart disease was a subject always prominent in the business circles in which Ted moved, but he tended to pay little attention to such matters for he had always been a non smoker and drank very little. The unexpected announcement from his doctor and lifelong friend Tom Fallon had sat him back on his heels when an inoperable heart condition was diagnosed. The muscles of his heart had grown weak and the supply of blood was being slowly restricted by an artery congested by a series of lesions.

Inoperable? Yes. The mere suggestion of a heart transplant with its marginal chance of success was immediately rejected by Ted for basically his one reason for living had been satisfied by Vince Graham’s demise. He had discussed it with no other, only Dr Tom Fallon. His colleagues and close acquaintances were given no idea of the personal challenges and decisions he faced on a daily basis and no one knew of the internal conflict that had plagued his mind since the death of his father in the early 1980s. Graham’s death closed the pages of a well read book, with Ted accepting the judgement handed down to him by his maker, the big librarian in the sky; and he handled that very well.

A year? Two years at the most they reckoned. It proved to be time enough to put the ledger right, though nothing he did, or said could bring back his father. There were no complaints on his part. It had been a hard, tiring time and with Graham dead he was ready to go. Then along came Dawn Graham to completely upset the apple cart.  From the outset it had been just a game. A game for them both and they had laughed about it later when what was intended to be a one night stand resulted in true romance and commitment. They had laughed and then eventually Dawn had cried when she learned of Ted’s illness.  It had been on the evening of the day of Graham’s funeral when he had dropped his guard and confided in her. They had withdrawn to Ted’s waterfront home at Mission Bay with a calculated indifference toward the occasion. From Ted’s point of view the event should have been celebrated big time and inwardly this was so. He was more than pleased to see Graham go. By five o clock it would have been difficult to judge who was the drunker of the two, for red wine had worked its magic on each of them and it was then  liquor loosened the tongue, having opened the minds and sweetened both hearts.

‘Dying! What do you mean, dying?’ Dawn was shattered as his words took effect on her. ‘You can’t be. Don’t joke.’ He wasn’t joking as she soon came to realise. ‘But you can’t be.  I love you.’ That didn’t change anything. ‘But there’s doctors; surgery.  We’ve got money. You can have the best in the world.’

He had always had money and he didn’t like the thought of being cut around. If he were going to die, well, it could happen in due process, not on an operating table. Dawn went into shock. What had been a personal problem for Ted suddenly became her problem to share and as the intensity of it swept over her she realised how greatly her life had been affected by him in just a week. A week before it would not have mattered to her any more than it would to anyone, but now she was drawn to him, needing to help him, desperate to please him, wanting always to be near to him. The strength and value of her love was instantly brought home to her as her mind struggled for a solution, never thinking to walk away. The power of love was rampant and it was a love that was being tested early. Two days passed before they thought of leaving the apartment. It was Monday night, almost midnight. The subject of Ted’s illness and their future together was exhausted and firm decisions had been made.  The king tide lapped at their feet as they sat close on the sea wall, sharing the deserted waterfront with no-one. A crescent moon reflected in a full tide as the ominous dark shape of Rangitoto Island intruded onto a sparkling backdrop of stars that seemed to shine for the two alone. Ted had reached for Dawn’s hand, squeezing it firmly, seeking strength.

His lips caressed her neck as he barely whispered to her.

‘A transplant . . . I’m so scared.’

She nodded and held him close.

‘I’m terrified, but we’ve decided. It’s the only way. If there is an answer, that’s the answer.’

‘But it means that somebody has to die so I can live; might live. I can’t have that.’

‘They’d die anyway. You wouldn’t be responsible for their death.  Nobody decides that. As donors they are already committed to saving a life. That could be your life.’

Ted stood and broke free from her grip. ‘No! I can’t do it. I can’t allow it.’

Dawn was near to tears again. ‘Then you’ll die,’ she said. ‘You know that. Are you happy with that?’

Again he held her and answered slowly and sullenly like a sulky child.  ‘What do you think?’ he breathed.

She kissed his cheek.  ‘I think you should let me help you.’

Alone on the midnight beach he kissed her longingly.  ‘Help me Dawn. Please help me,’ he begged.

The following Friday they travelled to Sydney together. It had long been planned that she would return that day. Her world of fashion demanded her presence and one of their decisions was to spend the rest of their lives together however long that might be.  Before leaving they registered the Grayco Franchise for sale within the Green Belt Real Estate Corporation, an opportunity that was quickly recognised by ambitious colleagues within the organisation who were immediately motivated to make offers to own. As joint owners Ted and Dawn needed to be in New Zealand to complete the transfer of the company, but it had been Ted who had travelled alone five days earlier to complete the legal work on their behalf. Dawn remained in Sydney completing the final touches to her Autumn Collection which was to go before the judges of the South Pacific Designers Awards at the Opera House that Saturday night.

As she moved through the arrival hall of Auckland Airport Dawn looked stunning. She breezed through customs with nothing but her cabin bag and two bottles of duty free liquor to slow her progress. ‘Travelling light, madam,’ had been an observation of the immigration official who stamped her passport and guided her towards the exit. Her bag contained only a few personal items and the Clean Air Fashion Trophy she had been awarded  for her designs  in the face of heavy competition from rival designers from all over the Pacific. She needed nothing in the way of baggage. The trans Tasman trips were a regular event for her and the home she shared with Ted at Mission Bay boasted a well stocked wardrobe that eliminated the necessity of luggage.  

In the arrival hall the sea of waiting faces parted on her approach and she felt her pulse quicken at the sight of Ted standing by the main entrance. Five days of waiting and anxiety were at an end and she matched his sly smile as their eyes met. They embraced like young lovers and she plagued him with questions when she felt the damp on his clothing from the rain.

‘You’re soaked. What have you been doing? You’ll catch your death.’

He took her by the arm and hurried her outside.

‘So what’s new?’ he joked.  ‘I thought I’d already done that.’ He handed her his car keys. ‘Come on. You can drive.’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


KEN WALLACE WAS IN his eighteenth week of redundancy and a future that had constantly gleamed with opportunity now bore more than its share of grey in spite of a positive attitude and a strong desire to succeed. Ken could turn his hand to any form of work, but the answer from his current job application today had been the same and in keeping with most from potential employers over past weeks.

‘Yes. We’ll let you know. We would prefer somebody a trifle younger. You’re maybe too old. Sorry.’

A lump came to his throat as he stood on the driveway of his property and watched the car dealer make off with his beloved Cortina. The fistful of dollars he had taken in exchange offered no compensation for the loss of the vehicle, but they would take care of a few bills and put food on the table for a few weeks. Linda and the twins deserved more than that.  Too old at fifty two! That was rich. He turned and walked toward the house trying to ignore the real estate agent’s board that stood tall in the centre of his front lawn. He resisted the temptation to drive his fist into the soft panelling that bore the words,‘

‘AUCTION - Forthcoming Mortgagee Sale - It’s a Steal - Beat the Bank’. An animated exaggerated drawing of a burglar in striped garb and mask, sporting a bag of loot supported the call-bird.  

Ken found it hard to accept the bank was closing on him. They were taking his house, his home. Yes, he’d got in over his head and on two occasions he had managed to stall them, but this time they weren’t listening and in just over a week from now they were selling it out from under him. Fifteen years of sweat and now the plug had been pulled and everything was going down the drain. His boys Kelly and Clint had been born in this house and it looked as though their fifteenth birthday was to be the last they would spend at 48 Oxford Avenue. It was going to take some explaining to them, although Linda, darling wife that she was, was totally supportive. He moved into the house in search of her. There came movement from the kitchen. A door slammed and he heard sobbing as he moved through to find her standing by the window. She rounded on him strongly, angrily.

‘I can’t believe you’ve sold the car. You’ve sold the car.  You loved that car. What will we do now?’

He moved close and tried to hold her, but she shrugged him off.

‘At least we’ll eat,’ he said.

In desperation her anger overflowed.  ‘What will I tell the kids?  No job, no car and pretty soon no home.’

This time she sought comfort in his arms and he waited until her sobbing quietened before saying, ‘we’ll always have a home. This is just a house.  It’s just a bad patch we’re going through.’ He cupped her chin in his hand and kissed away the tears. ‘You’ll see. This will all change. Stick with me and you’ll see I’m right.’ With a mild laugh he tossed the money from the car sale onto the kitchen table. ‘Here, take care of that. Tonight we eat like kings.’

‘How much?’Linda eyed the money with contempt.

‘Three thousand,’ he said meekly.

‘Three thousand!’ She screeched the words. ‘It was worth twice that.’

Ken lifted one twenty dollar bill from the pile and pushed the remainder towards her. She was telling him something that he knew so well. The dealer would probably put the car on his lot for around eight thousand, but they’d had no money. Now they did. Ken headed for the door.

‘I’ll meet the kids off the school bus,’ he called back over his shoulder. ‘It’s time I explained to them about the house. Stick that in your knicker drawer. I don’t want the bank to know we’ve got it. It’s bad enough they are taking our house; they’re not getting the car as well.’ He blew her a kiss from the doorway. ‘I’m a bit early, but I’ll pick up some bread and a few things from the shops while I’m waiting.’  Then he was gone.

A ten minute stroll to the shopping centre gave Ken time to reflect on the recent events in his life which had systematically brought him to the bottom of a pit of despair. He had almost welcomed the redundancy when it came for with a big cash pay-out he and Linda had seen as an opportunity to fulfil their lifetime dream to take the family to Disneyland. This they did and set off to California having put the residue of the money, twenty six thousand dollars, into recommended shares on the Auckland stock exchange. It was their plan on their return to secure a small hardware business which they’d been eyeing with great interest, using half of that money as deposit. He and Linda would work the business together. Life was great. What could go wrong? Only everything! On their return from the States they found the Auckland Stock exchange in turmoil. Their sure thing shares were useless and the money was gone and they weren’t alone in their strife. The Central Business District was stood on its ear with vast numbers of people losing their homes and sources of income, but that was of little comfort to Ken with four mouths to feed. As things stood now four months later, he was four thousand dollars in arrears on his mortgage and the bank’s threat to close on him had been exercised. He slumped into a seat in the empty bus shelter outside the bakery and tried to think of other things. It wasn’t easy. Checking his watch he reckoned the boys’ bus was still ten minutes away and he was about to rise to go for a stroll when something unusual caught his eye lying on the white line on the crown of the road.

A book! That’s what it looked like at first glance, but as he walked over and bent to pick it up he found it to be a wallet and it was bulging. Guilt complexes set in immediately as he retreated to the bus shelter holding his prize, gazing around furtively to decide whether, or not he had been observed. There was no way he could be sure and he clutched his find furtively to his side.  Freeing its heavy metal clasp his hands actually shook as he exposed its contents and he was filled with indecision as he thumbed through the wads of bank notes. With the wallet jammed inside his waistband he hurried from the shelter and sought the sanctuary of the public toilets close by where he locked himself in a cubicle and collapsed onto the seat. He regained his composure before daring to examine his prize, then he started counting, flipping through the heart stopping bundle of money. His lips ran dry as he counted ten crisp one hundred dollar bills and eight of the same denomination in Australian currency. A varying amount of smaller notes, tens and twenties, contributed to a total of almost two thousand dollars. He couldn’t believe his luck and his spirits rose.

This money, added to that from the sale of the car, would eliminate his mortgage woes and there would still be more than a thousand dollars left over. It got better. Credit cards!  The Westpac Visa Gold shone in his palm as he searched for identification. Ken knew such a thing usually carried a ten thousand dollar limit and it bore the same name as the Diners and American Express cards cosseted beside them. He flushed with excitement as the doorway of temptation was held wide open. Somebody seemed to be pretty well strapped for cash and that somebody was, D Graham, Dawn Graham of Elegance and Ewe.

Ken heard an adjacent toilet door slam shut, jerking him back to reality and he suddenly became aware of the time. The bus! Had he missed it? The boys might be gone. He stuffed the wallet  beneath the band of his trousers and hurried outside in time to see the plain yellow lines of the school bus pulling away from the curb, having discharged a straggling line of school kids onto the footpath. It wasn’t normal for him to meet the lads from school. They were not expecting him and his frantic glance caught sight of their retreating forms trudging homewards. Hurrying after them he surprised them from the rear. It was Kelly who challenged him.

‘Dad, where’s the car? Can I drive it home?’

Both boys were keen club cyclists and hoped to race one day, but like most teenagers they were keen to drive. Driving lessons had been part of their growth in recent weeks and each had his driving test coming up soon. God! He’d forgotten that. How would he explain? He moved between them encircling each in a strong arm and they walked together in the direction of the house.

‘Listen lads, I have something to tell you. When we came back from Anaheim . . .’

It was surprisingly easy. By the time they reached number 48 they had the full story and the question and answer game he’d expected was almost light hearted.

‘What’s a mortgage, then? Does everybody have one?’ Kelly asked, though not really interested.

‘Not everybody,’ was the reply. ‘It’s the bank. They take an interest in your property in return for money loaned and that gives them a hold on you forever.’

‘Like being married?’ asked Clint

‘Not as bad as that,’ laughed Ken. They all three laughed.

They were at the house and the lads paid no attention to the land agent’s board, choosing instead to rush into the house in search of their mother. Ken stood by the gate feeling the wallet hard under his waistband. He knew what had to be done and done without delay. Linda appeared on the front porch.

‘Did you get the bread?’ she asked. ‘I’ll make us all a snack.’

‘No bread, no milk, no shopping, but I’ll get it. I’ve got to go out again. I’ve got a job interview,’ lied Ken. He lied and it hurt, but there was no other way. ‘I’ll be a while.’

His conscience was telling him he should involve Linda in what he was about to do, but no! This was not for discussion. He turned and made his way back towards the shops, ignoring her continued questions with a wave of his hand. The wallet felt good against his girth. SHOPSMART was twenty minutes away with its wealth of shops and its Westpac bank.
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Chapter 4

[image: ]


THIS WAS NO ROUTINE callout for Doctor Tom Fallon. It was Monday afternoon and his three-putt on the fourteenth had left him eight over the card when the mobile phone in his golf bag came alive.  He took the call as his playing partner; a tall, dark skinned man in his early fifties settled the pin into its hole. An anxious female voice was at the end of the line.

‘Tom, this is Dawn Graham. It’s Ted, Ted. He needs you, badly. Can you please come?’

Thirty years of professional training served poorly to forestall the feeling of dread and panic that sought to control his emotions as he signalled to his colleague to join him on the side of the green. Saad Haneef picked up on his friend’s change of mood immediately and waited until he’d finished the call before commenting.

‘I am thinking it is Ted. He is unwell?’ said Saad.

Tom nodded gravely and together they made to cut across the fairways as the shortest route to the clubhouse.

‘He’s in Green Lane. Dawn said it’s pretty bad. He collapsed in the shopping centre on their way back from the airport. She came out of the bake house and found him draped across the bonnet of the car.’

Green Lane Hospital contained what was reputed to be the finest heart unit in the Southern Hemisphere and fifteen minutes of overactive driving saw Saad parking his black Audi next to what he recognised as Ted’s Mercedes outside the main entrance. Ted had been admitted just after 2pm. Neither man was unfamiliar with the surroundings as they moved through the silent corridors of the southern wing where Ted had been installed in a private room. Tom’s medical background saw the polished floors and gleaming fittings as part of his daily patch, but Saad had been but once before when Ted had been admitted for tests prior to going to Australia. These three men were lifelong friends with family histories entwined through forty years of bonding.

The subdued tones of the nursing staff at reception added a reverence to the atmosphere. From there they were guided to a side room where Dawn was engaged in ardent conversation with a man of Tom’s age whom he recognised immediately. Under different circumstances it could have seemed like a school reunion. Ted, Tom and this serene person Brett Nesbitt had first met at Mount Albert Grammar School in the mid 1940s. Tom and Brett had gone on to medical school whilst Ted, never a scholar, had preferred a more basic career in the retail industry.  Tom had excelled at medicine and followed his father as a general practitioner. Brett Nesbitt was the head of the Green Lane heart unit. There was no better heart surgeon.  He rose as the two men entered and moved to greet them, but held on to Dawn’s hand as he did so with compassion. She was distraught and he consoled her as he welcomed them.

‘Tom. It’s good you’re here,’ he said.

Dark studs of eyes gleamed above Benjamin Franklin bi-focal glasses as his calm assurance filled the room.

‘I was just telling Dawn, he’s settled. He’s okay. We’ve got him under control, but he’s had a rough ride.’

‘So where do you have him?’ Tom’s professional manner controlled his personal emotions.

A tilt of the head towards the next room. ‘We’ve got him hooked up to the system. He’s sleeping now. We gave him something to relax him. Idiot, he got soaking wet and that brought on a chill and a high temperature.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘That heart of his deserves better treatment.’

Dawn shook her head in despair. ‘He’s so stubborn. You know what he’s like. He just won’t listen to anyone.’

‘What is going to happen to my friend?’ It was Saad whose introduction to the Starling family had been made on the fringes of the Sahara Desert during Montgomery’s North African Campaign. There had been formed the basis of a friendship that had proven many times to be stronger than family.

Nesbitt’s answer was practical. ‘At the moment it’s touch and go, although I’m confident it will be go.’ He took both of Dawn’s hands in his own. ‘We all know what has to happen. We’ve discussed it often and nothing has changed. Ted needs a new heart. A muscle in his own heart is tired. His pressure is dangerously low. The heart is failing. Nothing but a  transplant can remedy that. He knows that.’

They had indeed discussed it. It was a situation that would not go away.

‘A new heart, a donor; how long do we wait?’ It was a question Dawn had asked herself every day since the decision had been made and Ted’s name had been placed on the waiting list for such a procedure.

Tom moved forward and gave her a gentle hug.  ‘Of course, you know the answer to that. A new heart? You don’t pick those up from the corner shop. It is just a waiting game. It could happen anytime.’

Indeed they all knew the answer. A new heart had to be a healthy heart that would usually become available as the result of heavy trauma such as a road accident, or the like. It would have to be undamaged and of the same blood group as the recipient. At the moment the condition of Ted’s body was too poor to accommodate a new organ even if it were available. His mild fever was sufficient to suspend all thought of surgery. He needed to be returned to good health. In his sick bed he was not sleeping. He lay awake bemused by the tangle of tubes and wires that surrounded him. How did he get here? The last he remembered was Dawn’s cute back side encased in black leather disappearing into the bakery then came this comfortable weariness, punctuated by the regular bleep of the heart monitor. He was conscious enough to know what had happened. It was not unexpected, but it appeared he had completed half the job again. Why could he not just finished it? Wouldn’t it have been better all round? The oxygen tubes inserted in his nostrils annoyed him, but they carried precious air through his system that it had been lacking and he resisted the urge to claw them free.

A nursing sister sat by his bed, her shortly cropped blonde head angled to study the screen next to her. Surely she could see he was awake. She could and did, and gave him a satisfied smile as his lips moved with no words forthcoming. A cool towel touched his forehead and his lips parted to allow a trickle of ice water to freshen his palette. The hands of an angel, thought Ted as she vanished from his vision. Then it was Dawn who was at his side, fussing, kissing, smiling; a tearful Dawn. Next to her stood Tom and then Saad; God, you are so good to me, thought Ted. Such wonderful friends as these are more than I ever deserved.  Dawn bowed her head close to his and placed a gentle kiss on his forehead.

‘Why don’t you sleep now? I’ll be here when you wake.’
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TED HAD SLEPT, BUT heavy days followed, five character building days, as expected.  On the morning of the sixth, a Saturday, Dawn and Ted left the hospital together.

‘Take him home. Look after him, and stay out of the rain,’ were compassionate words from Brett Nesbitt.

Dawn had spent most of those five days at Ted’s side. Being near to him was all that mattered and each of them believed it was the power of their love that was responsible for his recovery. Hiding her devastation at the loss of her wallet she had chosen not to involve him in the consequences, although at one point it had become almost necessary. Being deposited in Auckland with no money and no credit cards presented a difficult situation, but in this instance it was Saad who had come to the rescue until she was able to sort things out with her bank.

She had not become fully aware of the loss until midday Tuesday. Until that time she had been satisfied the wallet was in Ted’s car. When this proved not to be the case she grew anxious and contacted her office in Sydney. She alerted her secretary to the fact her credit cards were exposed and instructed her to cancel them all immediately. A phone chat with the staff at the bake house where Ted had been taken ill brought the expected result.

‘Of course I remember you. How could I forget? Around one on Monday. You were fresh off the plane from Oz. No, no, I’m sorry, nobody’s handed anything in.’

As if they would. The cash itself would be too much of a temptation for anyone. In excess of two thousand dollars; and then there were the gold cards! Heaven forbid! Dawn afforded a sigh at the possible outcome. Ah, well. It is just money. At the moment there were more important matters on her mind.  She relived the moment of panic as she left the shop and  found Ted leaning breathless across the bonnet of the car. She’d dropped the shopping and yes, she remembered now. She must have placed her wallet on the car roof. What an idiot! Let’s hope somebody worthy benefits from such a rash action.

Driving home from the hospital there was plenty to chat about. Ted sat with her fashion trophy in his lap as he thumbed through glossy colour shots of the previous Saturday night’s event. Dawn’s designs commanded international acclaim and already there were firm orders from around the globe for those pictured,

‘You’re such a clever little minx. You don’t need me and my problems. I don’t know why you bother,’ he teased.

He didn’t distract her from her driving, but she wrinkled her nose and blew him a sideways kiss.

‘Neither do I, so it’s best to shut up,’ she sparked back.

The late morning sun gleamed on the surface of a full Mission Bay tide as she guided the Merc into position in the basement garage of their Beachlands apartment. It was later as they sat on the terrace that she told him about the wallet. They both agreed it was a lost cause. Ted took the blame.

‘It’s my fault,’ he said. ‘You’ll never see that again. What did the bank have to say about it?’

‘I haven’t a clue,’ said Dawn. ‘I rang Alice and left it all with her. She would have cancelled all the cards and ordered new ones. It will take a few days before they arrive, I expect and I can put it down to experience. Meanwhile I’ve got you to myself, so let’s not worry. It’s only money.’

‘But did you inform the police?’

‘For what? Just to spend a morning filling out forms. You don’t honestly believe someone will hand it in?’

He agreed. ‘Pigs might fly.’

She changed the subject. ‘What are we doing about a property manager?’

‘You mean, what am I doing about a property manager?’

‘That’s what I said.’ She smiled.

With the sale of Grayco it had been decided they would remove their string of properties from the property management division and install their own manager to oversee the entire operation. Ted had interviewed several applicants since arriving back from Australia. There had not been one to excite him.

‘I’m still looking,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen a few guys. We’ll check the P O Box later. There may be more replies. We’re not handing that over to just anyone. I’d rather leave it where it is.’

Nothing more was said on the subject and the conversation was generally light as they stood together, leaning hard against the balcony rail and studying the colourful activity on the waterfront. Though early March, it was still a hot day and energetic young people on roller blades scythed skilfully through promenading groups of revellers as all sought to gain personal pleasure from the surroundings, one of Auckland’s top holiday attractions.

‘This is such a lovely spot,’ said Dawn rested her head on Ted’s shoulder, hugging his arm as she said, ‘I can understand why you bought it.’

He was slow to respond. He’d been thinking about his dad and his mother.

‘No. You’re wrong. It was my dad and Lizzie who bought it. I was away. I didn’t like it at first, but then with them passed on, it kind of grew on me. The old man loved it, but they didn’t get to enjoy it.’

She took his hand and drew him into the apartment out of the glare. ‘Are you glad to be home and away from that hospital?’

A gentle kiss on the forehead was the start of his reply. ‘I hated every minute of it. You don’t know how pleased I am to be out of there.’

She was cautious. ‘You do realise you’ve got to go back, someday.’

‘I don’t want to think about it,’ he mumbled.

‘We’ve got to start thinking about it. Now, soon,’ she said.

‘I don’t want to,’ was his short reply.

She grew angry and showed her impatience. ‘There’s no other way. It’s got to happen.’

His frustration boiled over. ‘And when, when, when will it happen?’

She consoled him again. ‘We don’t know that, do we? One day the phone will ring and we’ll just go.’

Both were quiet, each holding the other before he spoke again.

‘My father died of a broken heart.’

And then the phone rang. They looked at each other, mesmerised. Neither chose to answer as it continued to ring. It stopped and they looked at each other with indecision.

‘It’s only a phone,’ he laughed. ‘I wonder who it was.’

It rang again and Dawn whipped up the handset immediately. He was nervous as she answered the caller.

‘Alice! Yes, it’s Dawn. Good to hear you. No. We’ve been here. . . well, no . . . only today. . . you have? . . . they did? I don’t believe it . . . that’s great . . . that’s wonderful . . . hang on.  I’ll write it down.’  She scribbled on a pad by the phone, and continued to chat for a few moments before ending the call. She turned to Ted with a flashing smile. She was excited. ‘It was Alice. I can’t believe it. She’s been trying to get us since Thursday. The bank, my bank in Sydney rang her. They’ve got my credit cards. No, they’ve been found. They’re here at Westpac in SHOPSMART.’

‘Amazing,’ said Ted and shook his head in disbelief. He hesitated. ‘We shouldn’t push our luck, but did she mention the money?’

‘No, no, but she said all the cards were there and the wallet. Do you feel up to the drive? We can go down and get them.’ The good news had broken the tension of a difficult situation and as he pointed out, it was Saturday. The bank would not open until Monday.

‘Anyway, all cards would’ve been cancelled. It’s good we got them back though. It restores my faith in society.’ Ted needed no reminding Dawn owned a twenty eight per cent shareholding in  SHOPSMART. ‘That’s my bank. I’ll ring the manager, Dawson, on Monday and have him courier them over.’

She was a degree happier now and he responded to her mood.  ‘I’m sorry I got angry,’ he said with a smile, ‘I’ve never had a heart transplant before.’

They laughed together then she snuggled up to his chest. ‘There’s something else I want to discuss,’ she whispered.

Ted was in control again. ‘The money? Forget about it. You can’t expect . . .’ He didn’t finish as Dawn cut in.

‘No, no, no, not the money. It’s my name, Graham; I don’t like it. I don’t want it anymore.’

Now that was something Ted really could understand. They both knew her ex-husband had left a trail of deceit and dishonesty that covered Australasia.

‘That’s easily fixed,’ he said. ‘It might take a while, but deed poll will take care of that. We’ll look into it on Monday, if we are both fit. What will you do? Go back to your maiden name?’

She stood before him and held his cheeks in both hands.

‘No. I’ve already chosen a name.’ God, is he really this gullible, she thought?

‘And that is?’

She closed her lips on his in a long, drawn out kiss and as they came up for air she cooed into his ear.

‘It’s Starling, you charming idiot. I want to be Mrs Dawn Starling,’ she said, kissing him again, ‘and as soon as possible.’

They’d never discussed marriage before. They loved each other and were extremely happy together and it was a subject around which they’d skirted, but why?  Ted’s life expectancy, that was why!

He was adamant.  ‘No. It can’t happen. You’d be marrying a corpse.’

It was her turn to show anger.  ‘You mustn’t say things like that. Don’t even think it. It’s wrong and so negative. The transplant, remember? That will change everything.’

‘Time for a change, you reckon?’

‘You’re just a smarty and you know it,’ she quipped and then became calm. ‘See here. We’re not playing games. Do you know your heart beats one hundred thousand times a day?’

‘Yes, I know that and it beats only for you.’

She was brutal. ‘Well, it’s not going to for much longer unless you can be sensible.’

She sparked and he loved her for it.

‘I promise I’ll be sensible,’ he said and his smile was irresistible.

‘So what‘re you gonna do?’ she asked.

The same smile broadened. ‘Give us a kiss and I’ll tell you.’

Her impatience eased and she moved close, snuggling against him. ‘I wish you wouldn’t joke.’

He feigned a mild resentment. ‘Me! Joke? Would I do that?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Plain and simple. So what are you going to do?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I thought we’d get married. What about next week?’

Dawn erupted. ‘Oh, oh, you are such a darling.’

She flung her arms around his neck.

‘I thought that stupid brother of yours could give away the bride,’ he said.

Apart from her mother, Peter Chamberlain was Dawn’s only relative. He was due to arrive in Auckland from the States anytime from now. He and Ted had never met. Ted was a foot taller than Dawn. As he held her and looked down into her eyes he thought he had never seen anything as beautiful.

‘So you do really love me?’ she questioned.

‘Of course I love you. I sleep with you, don’t I?’ was his curt reply.

She became meek, holding him closer. ‘How much do you love me?’

He straightened and took her hand, leading her once more out onto the terrace as he quoted Elizabeth Barrett Browning.  

‘How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.’ His eyes scanned the Mission Bay waterfront until he seemed satisfied with what he saw. ‘Yes. That will do. Now take a look at that,’ he said, gesturing to the sky line. As though it were planned the sun became hidden by a shifting cloud that was moving north east as part of a scurrying formation, breaking the tedium of a clear, blue sky. For a brief spell the glare and the heat of the day were relieved. He pointed towards the tall kauri tree that was a strong feature of the waterfront attractions. ‘Watch that kauri while I tell you how much I love you.’ He held her hand with brimming emotion as he spoke. ‘Until I met you there was no shadow in my life. My existence was just as that kauri is now. Everything was grey, totally grey verging on black; no sun, no shadow. That was all right. I was learning how to handle that.’  His grip was tight, his palm moist. ‘Then you came into my life.’ He paused and waited. ‘So comes the sun, comes the shadow, just like that.’ He pointed to the sun which had just vanquished the fleeting clouds to dominate the day once again; throwing the kauri’s reaching shadow in a contrasting shade of green across the well laundered grasslands.

‘You see, my love. You are the sun. I am the kauri. Life is plain grey without you. When I turn my face to the sun, to you, the shadows don’t exist. When I turn to you there is life, there is warmth, there is hope and my shadows are always behind me.’ He kissed her. ‘Without the shadows none of us is able to appreciate the sunshine that comes into all of our lives. We have to have shadows.’ One more kiss on the forehead as he whispered, ‘let us hope we’ve had our share of shadow.’

Dawn said nothing. She wept.
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Chapter 6
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MONDAY MORNING CAME and already the day was turning into something special for Dave Dawson, manager of Westpac Bank at SHOPSMART. At ten o'clock he was due a visit from two of his top account holders and he was hardly prepared, but he’d cancelled two appointments at the prospect of meeting Ted Starling again whom he knew quite well and Dawn Graham who he’d never met. He flushed at the thought of meeting her for he recalled only too well her predecessor and the challenges he had presented. Vince Graham! What a creep, but an exceedingly rich creep, but now a dead creep. In many circles it was still maintained he’d got what he deserved. As he straightened his tie and checked his grooming Dave hoped Mrs Graham was not the type to leave scars, as had been her ex-husband. A subdued knock on the door provoked his apprehension.

‘Come in,’ and he rose from his desk to greet his guests. It was Ted Starling and he was alone. Dave registered surprise and expressed his disappointment when he realised this.

‘Ted, it’s good to see you. I thought Mrs Graham would be with you. She said on the phone to expect her; about now.’

Ted returned the greeting and settled in the chair indicated. ‘That was the plan, but more important things, women’s stuff, have dragged her away.’

Dawson settled once more at his desk.

‘Oh, I see. I had been looking forward to meeting
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