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Dedicated to all fathers who lost sons in the heat of war and to all sons who lost fathers.

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
 
 
 
        'Vengeance is mine,' saith the Lord.
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The  loyalty  of  a  devastated  family  tested  by  the  indiscriminate

carnage of World War 2 and the despicable abuse of white collar crime.
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Amazing, brilliant read, very hard to put it down. Couldn’t wait to carry on reading it.  Love to see it made into a TV drama. So cleverly written. So glad I’ve read it. Can’t wait to start another of Roy’s books   

Joeybrown  Inkitt reader

​

​

​A Note on the Work of Roy Jenner

There is something unmistakable in the voice of Roy Jenner; a clarity born of experience, a grounded humanity that threads through each of his stories like a lifeline. His novels are not merely tales; they are testimonies — to love, loss, justice, memory, and the irrepressible will to endure.

What defines his work most is its credibility. Whether writing of crime, romance, war, or time travel, Roy never leans on the artificial or the outlandish. Instead, he crafts characters who feel lived in, who carry their wounds and joys in equal measure, and who make choices as complex as life demands. His dialogue is lean and purposeful; his pacing, unhurried but never lagging. There is dignity in his prose — a quiet refusal to write anything he himself would not believe.

Reading Roy Jenner is not like reading a book. It's like being spoken to - by a man who has seen much, felt deeply, and still believes that stories matter.  

Charles Chattaway
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The Bringing Down of the Hawk  

This is a fantastic piece of writing - very engaging, intriguing, and with a storyline that kept me absorbed from start to finish. I particularly liked the way the author revealed aspects of the main characters through historical context. The dual plot - interchanging between the past and the 'present' - worked well. The narrative is active and highly visual - it was easy to see the scenes the author wants to create. The characters have depth and are believable. I won't give the plot away - but for me, the ending was deeply moving. Well done, Roy Jenner, this is one great novel!  

Leslie Jones UK

Bringing Down of the Hawk -

Sit back, put your feet up and settle down for one of the best books you will ever have read in a long, long, time. Then reach for the whisky, not only to double the enjoyment but also to toast the artifice of the author. Emotionally charged and beautifully realised, this book transports you from wartime London via the war-torn Middle-East, to Auckland, New Zealand and back again in a cracking and moving tale of the Starling family over two generations. It slips down the gullet like an excellent honeyed single malt. If you have never been to New Zealand, you will feel that you have actually lived there after reading this book, which paints a vivid picture of life, love and intrigue amongst the Kiwis. And does it turn out alright in the end? Read it. You won't be disappointed. This book deserves much more than a digital platform. I would go so far as to say that it actually deserves a pedestal. A thoroughly entertaining and thought provoking book.   

Malcolm Twigg Torquay Devon

Cool book. I liked the author's style. I suggest that you check it out. There is magic in these pages.   

Dfttyuuiii  Inkitt reader

The Bringing Down of the Hawk 

Roy, I'm struggling for words to describe my impression of the book. Dark and dangerous as it was, I'm missing it already. That must surely represent years of work, research and organizing. Built from blocks along different timelines which fitted seamlessly together. A bloody mosaic of a novel. The last few chapters I was almost panting the pace was such. It is an incredible piece of work. I was going to have a nightcap after finishing, but only chivas regal in cupboard and I don't wanna go the way poor matron went in The Lip of a Lion.  

John Cardwell Sittingbourne Kent
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For myself, if I may be so bold, it is the author’s ability to suspend disbelief and a master class in this is getting everybody to first become a viewer of this man’s life through his own mind's eye. Then getting the reader so completely wound up and involved in it all, that at the end of the book you, the reader, are surprised to remember where you were viewing it. Big part of the brilliance of it ...to my mind.

Beverley J.  New South Wales Australia
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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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AUCKLAND, NEW ZEALAND. The Share Market Crash - October 1987. 

The rain was unceasing as it rode in torrents on the crest of a blustering south westerly to lash the streets of Ponsonby.  The staff car park was as good as empty when Ted parked his Commodore next to Vince Graham’s Mercedes and contemplated a lull in the weather before, head down, he made a dash for the rear entrance.  A large, red panel van parked close told him what he already knew.  The workmen were back!  The downpour rebounded in foaming globules from its flat top with deafening results.  Having decided waiting wasn’t an option Ted clasped his raincoat tightly around his ears and charged frantically for the door. He was a man well into his fifties, but he could still raise a gallop.  His muscular frame and dark complexion were still capable of turning female heads in the Gym.  Turning them away was a comment he often made.  His sense of humour was always close to the surface no matter what the circumstance. 

It was late morning, 11.15 when he entered a world of screeching power saws and exploding Ramset guns.  It was work in progress and Trevor and his team were at it in a big way.  Ted stepped nimbly over off cuts of dressed timber and spiralling coils of electrical extension leads to present himself at the main desk of Grayco Realty Ltd where receptionist Gail Stoves, as calm as she ever was, was fully engrossed in her duties with phones ringing and lights flashing in all direction.  Grayco Realty was one of the most successful offices in the large chain of real estate companies trading nationally under the Green Belt umbrella.  Gail smiled and waved a welcome as Ted checked the message book and headed for his desk.  His raincoat dripped water, but he didn’t remove it.  He had a meeting with Graham right now and the pockets contained items he would need.  He’d literally been living for this day for over a year, yet with the moment upon him he felt surprisingly calm.  The scene was set and as the main player his part in it had been rehearsed time and time again.  Now it was show time. He ambled over to Gail’s workstation. The phones were quiet and before he could say anything she spoke.  

‘Ted, you’re soaked.  You’ll catch your death if you don’t get those wet things off.  Do you want a coffee?’

‘Thanks, but no, I’m fine.’ An invaluable office administrator.  ‘I see the Merc’s in.  Is  anybody with him?’  A shake of the head and he continued. ‘Fine, I’ll be in with him for a while, maybe half an hour.  See we’re not disturbed.  No calls; and I mean it.  It’s important.’

‘If you ask me you are game to go in there,’ she chirped.  ‘He’s playing a blinder this morning.  And you’re supposed to be at training.’  He gave her a wink and headed down the corridor towards Graham’s office.  The power saw screeched.  She yelled after him, ‘Don’t mention the share market,’ and more quietly to herself as she resumed her work, ‘not if you know what’s good for you.’

Graham’s office door was closed.  Ted knocked sharply and entered without waiting to be invited.  Graham’s trademark was luxury.  He was seated in a leather swivel chair with his back to the door and he spun around sharply as though resenting the intrusion.  Both his hands rested in his lap and he was holding something that could have caused alarm, yet didn’t.  To Ted it was old hat; a seven shot nine millimetre revolver that always took pride of place on Vince Graham’s desk as an ornamental paper weight.  It was a relic he’d rescued from a property with which he’d been involved a few years before and it was always a strong talking point among visitors.  There was no ammunition for this desk ornament whose dull metal casing glowed from regular polishing.  Vince always insisted it was useless, a toy and now he slammed it down on the desk and barked at Ted as he crossed the room.

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

‘I’m trained enough, thanks Vince.  Trained well for what I want to do.’

‘And what is that supposed to mean?’  He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘You jokers are all the same.  Smart arses. A few sales, make a few bob and suddenly you know it all.’

‘You know that doesn’t apply,’ Ted was able to fire back at him. ‘If you were to listen for a change instead of shooting your mouth off you might learn something.’ Ted walked around to the front of the desk.  ‘And that’s what you’re going to do now, listen.’

This action was almost sacrilege to thick skinned Graham who half rose from his seat then sank back down, still snarling. 

‘Oh, it’s going to be like that, is it?  Well you’d better sit down and make it quick.  We’ve got a meeting at midday.  And take that bloody raincoat off.  You’re messing the place up.’

Ted sat down, but didn’t remove the coat. 

‘I’ve got forty minutes, but it won’t take that long to say what I’ve got to say,’ he said.

Graham was clearly agitated. He fidgeted with items on his desk and Ted recognised the signs.  He’d seen him this way on many occasions and knew inside that flustered hide the man was ready to blow and was endeavouring to compose himself.  This time he maybe had a better reason than most other times.  Word had  spread  Graham  had  lost  big on the share market. 

‘How many Dunbar Sloane have you got, Vince?’

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

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

‘Maybe nothing, maybe a lot.’ Ted allowed the pause for the pressure to build. ‘How many?’

Graham lost eye contact for a few moments and he reached again for his seven cylinder paper weight, spinning the empty chambers with a sweaty thumb.  He waited until the remote sound of a power saw paused in its medley then chopped the words out decisively. 

‘Two hundred and fifty thousand.’

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

‘And St Martins?’

Predictably Graham blew and exploded from his chair. 

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

Ted smiled warmly inside.  St Martins before the crash had been quoted at one dollar forty five cents, a reasonably new float and Dunbar Sloane had been seesawing on one dollar ten for months.  He reached across the desk and picked up the revolver.  He held the gun to his temple and squeezed the trigger and whistled as the hammer fell on the empty chamber.

‘Looks like a job for Super Gun,’ he sneered.

In a rising rage Graham cleared the desktop with one savage sweep of his forearm.  Pens, papers, blotters and his diary cascaded to the floor.

‘Don’t you dare believe it,’ he snarled, ‘Not all the while your arse hole points down.  It would take more than this.  This is just a hiccup.  Nothing I can’t handle.’

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

‘Do you call something over a half million dollars a hiccup?’ A quick intake of breath by Ted. The room went silent.  He looked at his watch seeing it was thirty five minutes before noon and almost time.  

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

‘One point five million?’

‘Give or take.’  He nodded and produced another handkerchief.  He made a show of drying his forehead and his sweaty palms.  The screech of Trevor’s power saw was relentless from outside.  Graham waved his hands in the air. ‘How in hell’s name is anyone supposed to work with that racket going on?’

‘I’ll take care of it. Give me a minute and I’ll be back,’ said Ted and  rose from his seat.

‘I thought you wanted to talk.’

‘I do.  Give me a minute.’

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

‘How’s things, Ted?  Making a quid?’

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

Trev smiled and the forty dollars disappeared inside a huge fist. ‘The day’s getting better all the time,’ he said as he gestured to his team to shut down.

‘It’s about to get even better, Trev. Thanks.’  

Ted checked the time on a gold fob watch secured to his waistband.  It was 11.30.  Satisfied, he  re-entered the room.  Twenty minutes later he emerged.  The corridor was empty and still, a situation much appreciated by Gail who soldiered away on reception.  Ted reached for the message book saying, ‘he’s on the phone to Sydney, not to be disturbed. Looking for offshore money, I wouldn’t be surprised, or talking to his ex-missus.  He said for me to start the meeting.  Have any of the guys arrived yet?’

She shook her head and gulped her coffee in a combined movement. ‘I expect they’ll be late,’ she ventured.  ‘It’s a cow of a day out there.  What did you do to get rid of the builders?  I’m not going to lunch until they get back.  This peace and quiet is too good to miss.’

Ted wandered off to the washroom with a smile doing his Neil Diamond impression, ‘. . . but it can’t sing and dance and it can’t walk . . ,’ and it was at that moment the sales staff arrived in droves.  Simon was the first, followed quickly by Dianne and Rita, then Alex, Brian and Jason who had shared a car and last of all Morgan.  Morgan was a big man and as Ted returned he slammed his brief case onto the desk and dumped his ample frame into his swivel chair.

‘Bloody training!’ he moaned. ‘If that’s not a waste of time, what is?  And you weren’t there.  You’re lucky to get away with that.’  He cocked his head in the direction of Graham’s office.  ‘He wasn’t there either.  Is the meeting still on?’

‘Why wouldn’t it be? It’s on, Morgan,’ said Ted.  ‘He’s on the phone to Aussie.  He’s got a few problems.  I’m starting the meeting until he’s done.’  He raised his voice to include all in the office.  ‘Hey, gather round you guys.  Let’s see if we can get this thing out of the way before the builders get back.  Vince is tied up on the phone.  Just like a few of us he got burned with what’s happened and he has a few things to sort out.’

It was 11.59. Like sheep the sales team rebounded from the coffee machine to the conference room at the rear of the building where the weekly sales meeting was soon under way.  Ted addressed them as he had done on many occasions in Vince Graham’s absence.

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

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

Ted continued. ‘There has been huge damage done and it’s a fact the real estate market will be flooded with stock and prices won’t just come down, they’ll tumble.’ He checked his watch.  12.09. He thumped the table before him with determination. ‘It’s a great time to buy,’ he shouted. ‘Just don’t get emotionally involved with your clients, but get involved.  Do your job.  As long as you are the one involved with the sale, you are the one who gets paid.  Vendors will be looking for . . .’ He was cut short by a detonation from the front of the building.  The builders were back.  He walked to the door talking generally over his shoulder. ‘Give me a minute I thought I’d sorted these guys.’ He addressed Gail who was halfway to meet him as he left the hallway.  

‘Gail, can you ask those builder guys to hold fire for half an hour?  We should be done here by then.’

‘But that’s what I was coming to see you about,’ said Gail, anxiously. ‘The builders. They’re not back yet.’

‘I heard the gun,’ he insisted.

‘Yes, so did I,’ she said, ‘but it wasn’t them.  I’m really worried.  I think something is wrong. That noise came from Vince’s office.’

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

‘What do you think could be wrong?’ he asked her. ‘Is he still in there?’

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

‘Vince? How would I know?  The noise seemed to come from there.’ Gail was making no sense. No more words, just nervous with big appealing eyes.  Ted pushed her away.

‘Go and get the guys out here,’ he snapped and hurried towards Graham’s office and tried the handle.  Locked! ‘Hey Vince, open up.’ He banged furiously on the wooden panel and the door trembled under his touch, but remained in place. Suddenly sales staff were everywhere.

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

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

‘No, don’t,’ gasped Gail. ‘I can do that.  I’ve got a key.’

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

‘It might be better if you wait here, honey.’ he said, glancing over the shoulders of his colleagues to the room beyond.  ‘This might not be nice.’ He took a breath.  ‘In fact I think you had better call an ambulance and the police!’

Vince Graham was seated in one of his two matching armchairs by the window in a most ungainly fashion.  He was not a pretty sight.  Slumped to one side his head hung forward whilst both arms hung straight to the floor.  Always the smartest of dressers, his pink shirt front and grey waistcoat were deeply affected by the steady flow of blood that stemmed from the centre of his chest.  A pool of blood had formed on the carpet between his legs and in that red mess lay the harmless paper weight. Cries of horror and disbelief echoed around the building with Ted and Morgan the first to make any move toward the stricken man.  They seemed to get in each other’s way and Ted stumbled against the desk, dislodging the phone and other items on the desktop. As they hesitated Gail shouldered her way past them and hurried to Vince’s side.  The two men tried to restrain her, but she resisted vigorously.

‘I’m a state registered nurse, for heaven’s sake.  Let me get to him.’  Her trained fingers feverishly sought a pulse.  All was still in the room, but the sound of sobbing carried clearly from the corridor.  Gail shook her head sadly, but tried the right wrist again to be sure.  ‘No.  He’s gone.’  She burst into tears.
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Chapter 2
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THE STAFF HAD ASSEMBLED in the conference room.  Having been quick to respond to Gail’s call, the police had sealed off the office and surrounding areas while a team of detectives in plain clothes rounded up every one in the building.  Ted, being the last person to see Graham alive, came in for heavy questioning, as did Gail who had spent the entire morning alone in the office while the sales team was at training.

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

Ted Starling’s reply was vague, with a shrug of the shoulders. ‘There's been too much training lately, training when I could be selling.  I should have gone, in fact I would have gone, but what with the weather and a few other things I decided not to.’

‘What other things?’

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

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

The deceased!  That sounded unreal to Ted.

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

‘Did you have an appointment with him?’

‘Shit, no.  I was supposed to be at training.’

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

Ted gave it some passive thought. 

‘I came in here around eleven,’ he said finally. ‘Maybe just after that.  It must have been around a quarter past when I first went in. Gail can tell you exactly. She was here.’

‘When you first went in?’ probed the policeman.

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

‘Talked about what?’

Ted seated himself on the edge of the desk and looked the detective in the eye. ‘At the best of times Vince was an aggressive person.  Even today he gave me a bollocking for missing training.  Then he ripped into me because I missed a sale, but mostly it was the share market and how it would affect our business.’

‘You talked about shares?’

‘He talked about shares,’ said Ted.

‘Anything in particular you can tell me?’ pried the man. ‘Anything you noticed that might have induced this situation?’

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

‘What are we talking about here, Mr Starling?’  Wallace was writing furiously into a well worn notebook.

‘He was on the phone to Australia a couple of times.  He was in deep and from what I understood from our conversation, he had let a few people down over the ditch.’

‘To what extent?’ Wallace carried on writing.  

‘One and a half million dollars is what he said.’  A pause.  ‘Just a hiccup.’

‘He lost one point five million dollars on the share market.  Is that what you are saying?’ It was a strong reaction from the inspector who took a stronger interest.

‘That’s what he told me.’

‘Tell me about the gun.’  The detective held up a sealed plastic bag containing Graham’s prized paper weight, the metal surface of which carried patches of blood; a gruesome sight.

‘Well, it’s not really a gun, is it?’ said Ted who looked at the object in bewilderment. ‘I mean, I know it is, but he’s had it ages, for years.  He kept it on his desk as an ornament, a paper weight.  He said it was useless. He had no ammo for it. It was just a toy, a standing joke.’

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

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

‘Inspector . . .’

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

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

‘Handled it, and why would you have done that?’

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

Detective Wallace raised his brow.  ‘More jokes. It’s getting to be like the Billy T James show around here.  What was the joke?’

‘When he told me about his losses I suggested to him, in a joke, that he might shoot himself.  I picked up the gun and put it to my head and pulled the trigger. I told him it sounded like a job for Superman, gun, Super-gun.’

‘You mean you actually suggested to him that he might take his own life?’ The policeman was startled.  

‘Well, yes.  It was just a joke,’ stammered Ted.

‘What was his reaction?’

‘Explosive. Vince got angry. He said it couldn’t happen not all the time his backside pointed down, or words to that effect.’

‘Did he give you the impression he might do a thing like that?’ The questions continued.

‘No, not at all. Never.’ Ted was adamant. ‘He was really wound up, but no.  I didn’t think he’d do anything like that, no way.’

‘Sounds to me as if you really got lucky, Mr Starling,’ said the detective.  ‘There was only one round in the gun.  All the chambers were empty; except for one.’

‘Do you mean I could have died?’  Ted paled at the thought.

‘Who knows?’ The detective shrugged his shoulders. ‘It will be interesting to know where the bullet came from, but that’s all for now, Mr Starling.  You might decide to buy a lottery ticket on the way home.’
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Chapter 3
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THE NEWS SPREAD RAPIDLY through the business world.  Vince Graham had taken his life which was inconceivable for such a forceful man. Three days of investigation didn’t reveal anything to the contrary, but there were serious aspects to the case  left unanswered.  Wallace’s report on the case highlighted one particular matter that left him not totally convinced suicide had been Graham’s intent that day.  He sat in his Chief Inspector’s office and went over the main points of the investigation, dwelling strongly on the matter of the gun and the single bullet.

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

The Chief interrupted. ‘Are you suggesting somebody else did just that, Luke?’

‘We shouldn’t discount that, Chief,’ he replied.  ‘But that raises the questions of who, when and why?’

‘What about this Starling guy?  His prints were on the gun.’

‘He’s a possible.  His was the ideal opportunity. There was a mixed match of clear prints.  As well as Starling's, a couple of the other salesmen and the Stoves woman’s.’

‘Starling could have done it quite easily,’ insisted the Chief.

‘Done what?’ asked the junior man. ‘Put the cartridge in the gun?  For what reason?  Another joke?’

The old policeman shook his head.  ‘I can’t figure this business of the bullet.  We know he’d owned the gun for years as a desk ornament.  Then out of the blue there’s ammunition for it.’

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

The Chief raised his eyebrows at that. 

‘Where did you find that?’ he asked.

‘In the locked glove box of his car, together with two joints of marihuana. All were well hidden, but no trouble to our lads.’

‘Well, we’ve got an inquest and a coroner to decide what happens next,’ he yawned.  Wallace’s boss seemed resigned. ‘In view of the circumstances, that is due to happen double quick. It looks quite straightforward to me.  The door was locked and he was alone.’ 

‘Do you think he was playing Russian roulette?’ asked Wallace.

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

Luke Wallace nodded.  ‘That’s one of the things I am uncomfortable with.  But then, again, talking to those who knew him, he was a vain bastard and a Catholic and all.  He wouldn’t have wanted to mess himself up for the funeral.  He wouldn’t look too good on the day with half his head missing, would he?’

‘Would a thing like that make a difference?’

‘To him? Apparently so, from what I’ve been told.  He liked himself a lot.’

‘From what I hear he needed to.  Nobody else seemed to.’

‘To what?’

‘To like him.’

The more the two men discussed the situation the more the logic of it pointed to a suicide.  Accidental death, maybe.  Murder?  Hardly.  Unintentional death by person, or persons unknown? Hard to prove.  The share market had certainly hit the news that October day and had a devastating effect on the world at large.  During the week of Vince Graham’s death there were three other suspicious deaths in similar circumstances  in Auckland alone.

The Chief Inspector became quite philosophical. ‘Four suicides out of one million. people in a week.  Who was it who said money is the root of all evil?’

‘You just said it, Chief, but it was the love of  money.’ corrected Wallace.’Proverbs.’

The Chief Inspector closed the file before him. ‘The national average is three deaths a week by suicide out of ten attempts,’ he said. ‘It would appear seventy per cent of the population  are not very good at it.’

Wallace laughed. ‘Yes, but that could be about to change with what has happened this week.’

‘Graham was left handed?’ queried the Chief Inspector.

‘Yes, maybe the one reason he missed the heart.  It’s quite awkward.  You should try it some time.’

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

‘Enough for today.  Let’s go. You’ll buy me a pint’.
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TED STARLING HAD NEVER attended an inquest.  Gazing around number 2 courtroom of the coroner’s court in Waterloo Quadrant, he felt thankful.  Proceedings had started on time at 10am but he and Morgan, having travelled to town together, were early and had decided to enjoy breakfast at a waterfront café.  Each had been called as a witness by the police, along with Gail and the rest of the sales staff.  Morgan made it clear he didn’t want to be there and was very nervous about the occasion.  Ted was more at ease.

‘What are you worried about Morgan?’ he asked his mate.  ‘I was the last one to see him alive.  We were all together when he died.  Eat your bacon and eggs and relax.’

Morgan wasn’t relaxed and he showed it. ‘I don’t like courtrooms. I’ve seen too many of them and this is going to take an age.’

The early morning sun added a golden gleam to the bustle of the street breakfast scene.  Most of the many tables scattered about the footpath were taken and as the two men chatted they were surprised by the arrival of Gail and a group of the sales people whose ideas had been the same about arriving early and breakfast.  They spread out around the table which soon became laden with more servings of bacon and eggs.  The coffee flowed.  Conversation was restricted to one topic: Vince Graham’s demise.

Gail brooded over her coffee. ‘It’s hard to believe he’s dead.  What about his wife?  What will she do?’

‘Ex-wife, I think is the term,’ said Morgan.

‘But they’re not divorced,’ said Gail. ‘Just separated. They’ve been that way for a while.’

Morgan shook his head.  ‘No, they’re divorced.  That’s something I do know,’ he said. He wanted to talk. ‘And what about all his women then? They’ll  be queuing up to get their fingers on his money, not that there can be too much left after this turnout.’

Ted carried a memory of a flamboyant Graham. ‘It’s common knowledge he was loaded, had a few bob,’ he said.  ‘One thing about Vince, he didn’t mind spending it.  He knew how to throw it around.’

Morgan almost choked on a mouthful of egg. ‘Well, he didn’t throw any my way,’ he blurted and wiped his mouth. ‘You were okay if you wore a skirt, maybe.’

Ted cleaned his plate with his last mouthful of bread and swilled it down with coffee. ‘I always found him to be quite generous; and what about all his properties?  He must have a stack of them all over the west.’

Morgan shook his head. ‘No!  He never hung onto them.  I know that for a fact.’

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

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

Brian was a long term salesman from the office.  He nodded in agreement. ‘He was at it for years.  That million,or so, he lost on the share market wouldn’t have scratched the surface. I do know he kept a few.’

‘So why would he have taken his own life?’ asked Gail.

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

‘Birds of a feather, you reckon?’  Gail shivered.

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

Brian brought up the subject of the gun. ‘It’s strange.  I’ve been with the firm six years and for most of that time that shooter has laid on his desk.  It was handled by just about everybody that went in there.  So where did the ammo come from all of a sudden.’

Morgan was finished eating and he stood and stretched his body. ‘I dunno about the ammo, but I can tell you about the gun.  I was with him when he got it.’  He checked his watch.  It was 8.55.  ‘Vince bought that big house up on Harper’s Lane about five years ago.  The Grange, an old house on half an acre.  It was one of the few places he did settle on.  It was part of a big estate.  An old Dally lady owned it.  She kicked the bucket and had no one to leave it to.  He picked it up for a song, as was usual.  The place was filled with antiques; furniture, paintings, china, the lot.  He landed on his feet with that one.  I remember he found the gun tucked away in a desk in the basement.  It was quite old.  It went back to the First World War, I think.’

Gail was quick. ‘The desk?’

‘The gun.’

Brian cut in. ‘There’re town houses there now. Vince sold the whole thing to developers and they bowled the house and cut the land up into sections.  There was some good stuff spilled out of that place.  He copped for the lot.’

‘And now he’s dead,’ muttered Gail sadly, checking her makeup and rising from the table.

Ted took a firm line. ‘Let's face it.  The guy was a crook.  You know it.  I know it.  We all know.  He would have ripped off his own mother.’

Brian seemed bothered.  ‘That’s pretty strong.  Are you going to stand up in court and say that?’

‘Are you?’ said Ted. ‘All we have to do today is answer questions, not give opinions.’

Brian protested further.  ‘I suppose it’s okay to say things like that when the guy isn’t here to defend himself.  Did you ever think of saying the same to his face?  You had enough opportunities.’

‘What makes you think I didn’t?’ challenged Ted.

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

‘What’ll happen to the business now?’ asked Morgan. ‘Do you reckon they’ll sell it?’

Ted sensed the conversation was getting out of hand. ‘Look, Brian. I know you and Vince were mates all these years. I’m sorry if I upset you.  I was getting carried away.’  Brian waited until they were both calm then slapped Ted on the back and said, ‘Come on, everybody.  It’s time we were making a move.  It could be a long day.’

Fully sustained they all made their way across Custom Street and up the tight gradient of Emily Place to the courtroom in Waterloo Quadrant.  It was still early.  None of them was enthusiastic about what lay before them, each being keen on getting the day out of the way and restoring focus on life and career. The coroner was a stern older man whose pointed questions delved with a detached empathy for the truth of a tragic situation.  Ted was the first called and it was forty minutes before he was dismissed, the bench seemingly satisfied with what he had to say.  He moved to the rear of the courtroom and claimed one of the vacant seats reserved for witnesses, passing Gail on the way as she in turn was summoned to the stand.  She looked sad as he flashed a sympathetic smile of support. As the evidence droned on Ted’s concentration drifted and in a state of meditation his inner self relived the circumstances and events that had led him, a cockney boy born and bred, to be sitting on the hardest of pews in a  coroner’s  court in the heart  of Auckland  New Zealand, ten thousand  

miles from his native land.
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DARTFORD KENT ENGLAND. August 1944. 

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

It was a much too common sight to those around in this fifth year of the war, but Doodlebug Alley could offer no threat to a ten-year-old boy who sensed only excitement and adventure whenever the sirens sounded.  Ten years old!  Ten today!  Great!  Teddy didn’t know it, but it was fated to be a day that would be embroidered into his memory forever.  Mum always did something special for him on his birthday and today she had packed him off with the ration books to the local butchers to get a pound of mince for a shepherd’s pie; his favourite of all times.  Cliff the butcher had given him a tanner when he heard it was his birthday and he’d dashed excitedly across the road to Everson’s sweet shop revelling in the thoughts of what six whole pence might benefit him in the way of bull’s eyes, gumdrops and mint imperials. In more time than it should have taken he left the shop happy having exhausted his sweet coupons for yet another month.  

News was the war in Europe was taking a turn for the better for the Allies, but Dartford remained exposed to the threat of the Hun from the air. It lay directly in the flight path of Adolph Hitler’s Luftwaffe as with relentless regularity it sought to destroy London and its dockland area. The capital was badly scarred, but unbroken and as was often the case  the German bombers would fall short of their desired target and jettison their deadly cargoes onto the vulnerable towns of North Kent with tragic results.  Historic Dartford was one such town to become a secondary target. 

As the balance of the war in Europe swung in favour of the allies the pressure of the Hun’s formation bombing attacks eased only to be replaced by the threat of the flying bomb, the infamous doodlebug that brought terror to the hearts.  Each buzz bomb was powered by a pulse-jet engine carrying enough fuel only to reach its defenceless target and equipped with a deadly warhead containing 2000 pounds of high explosive. Terrifying?  To most people, yes.  To anxious mothers bereft of their husbands who feared for the safety of their children? Yes. To the aged and to the already homeless?  Undoubtedly, so. To a ten year old boy who saw only adventure and excitement in the obscenity of Hitler’s outrage?  Not one bit.

Teddy sat on the steps of the fish and chip shop in St Vincent’s Road and cupped his hands around his eyes, focusing on the pilotless monoplane approaching from the south at four hundred miles an hour propelled by a pulsating jet of fire at the rear. The throb of its engine was unmistakable as it neared, lower than usual, but on course for London seemingly to pass clear of Dartford to the south, over Wilmington. That was not to be. Fate played a cruel hand.  Ministry of War  barrage balloons were ever present to force marauding aircraft to maintain altitude, thus reducing the accuracy of their bomb aimers and as Teddy fed himself another gumdrop he saw the starboard wing of  doodle bug made contact with  one such balloon cable causing the aircraft with its cargo of death to arc 180 degrees and descend to earth at full throttle. 

Everything happened in a flash, the image of which would remain embedded in Teddy’s memory for a lifetime. In a roar of erupting sound, flying bricks, tiles, glass  and mortar Hitler’s V1  weapon of destruction ploughed  into a line of homes less than five hundred yards from where he sat. The outcome was devastating.  A column of flame belched high above the roof line of Carrington Road and the force of the blast spared nothing in its path as it tore off roof tiles and sucked out panes of glass from adjacent homes and shops, from churches and the local pub. Smoke, fire and a cloud of dust formed a canvas for a terrifying scene where twelve people died and many were injured.  The balmy summer’s day changed in an instant as dramatically the cries of people in distress mingled with the added activity of those rushing to their aid.  Taxed to the limit as they were, rescue services were soon on hand as fire engines and ambulances converged onto the scene.  Police and air raid wardens methodically cordoned off each end of Carrington Road denying access to all except those trained in civil defence.

Teddy learned later how lady luck had favoured him. He had been well shielded from the blast by the high brick wall of the fish shop and the relevance of the explosion did not register in his young brain until he reached the ARP cordon and was hurried off by a warden who frantically worked to introduce order

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

As the man spoke Teddy was able to take in the carnage that was once Carrington Road.  The flying bomb had come down around the centre of the street completely demolishing houses 19, 21 and 23.  A smoking, flaming gap was all that remained of three family homes displaying blackened timbers amid piles of rubble with bricks and broken masonry strewn for hundreds of yards in all directions.  Rescue parties worked furiously to remove the dead and dying from the tangle of wreckage whilst ambulance men heaped their care on instant patients laid in the road and on footpaths.  Personal effects littered the street and gutters as fire engines and ambulances jostled for position in the product of Hitler’s sick mind.  In total bewilderment Teddy Starling recoiled from the scene and became seated on the wall of a house opposite. He and his mother had lived alone since 1940 at number 21 Carrington Road.
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AUCKLAND, NEW ZEALAND. November  1987. 

In the austere atmosphere of the Coroner’s Court Ted felt Gail’s sharp elbow hard in his ribs. 

‘Wake up!’  They were insistent tones which in a whisper jolted him to full wakefulness.

‘I am awake,’ he hissed back at her.

‘You are now, but you weren’t then.  You were dozing; and what’s more you were snoring.’

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

Even so, for Ted the memory of his mother lingered in his brain.  Bombs falling from the sky, screams, anguish, broken homes, broken hearts.  This had become such an early lesson in life for him, teaching him that one doesn’t always get to say goodbye.  Sitting alone on the wall that day he’d considered his most recent memory of his father.  Four years earlier, along with so many other reluctant heroes, Corporal Eddie Starling had been whisked away from those he held dear to serve King and country and repel the Hun.  This was one occasion where most did get to say goodbye. The memory of that last farewell was a romantic one to Teddy.  The Blitz was full on.  It was night and London was under siege.  Beneath the domed roof of Waterloo Station the evil of war was at work dissolving relationships and tearing families apart.  Many of those hopeful beings were gathered together for the last time as they fought back tears and strove to control emotions.  Most were unable to do so and the tears flowed freely.  As part of that heartbreak Bessie Starling clung to her man with their son at their feet, as Eddie and hundreds more broken families said goodbye against a background of hissing steam and shunting locomotives.  All this overridden by the bark of antiaircraft guns and the resonating rumble of exploding bombs.

‘Don’t worry, luv, it’ll all be over in three months,’ soothed Eddie, kissing Bessie’s brow.  

This was a common enough statement for which many hoped, but few believed. The interlacing beams of searchlights raked the night sky probing for the invader, intermittently illuminating the desperate faces of those below whilst the acrid odour of soot and cordite in the air easily penetrated the lungs and irritated wet eyelids.  Teddy, at six years of age, had little idea of what was happening.  The previous three hours had been spent in the underground which served as a communal shelter for all Londoners as defenceless residents were bombarded by exploding bombs and incendiaries.  He had slept most of the time huddled against the comforting material of his father’s army great coat, the brass buttons of which dug into his cheek as he nestled between the reclining bodies of both parents.

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

Sitting on the wall in St Vincent’s Road Teddy had suddenly felt very much alone.  The sharp contact of the bristles on his father’s chin, the smell of tobacco and the feeling of strength in his Dad’s arms as he swept him from the ground to kiss him goodbye; those were his last memories of his father.  It was at that moment he slipped his army cap badge from his lemon squeezer and slipped into the boy’s small palm.  The star shaped brass emblem bearing the king’s head and the insignia GR was something Teddy treasured and carried with him always. 

The war was on and it was time to go. Following several prolonged blasts of the guard’s whistle the mighty locomotive shuddered to attention and slowly eased its sorrowful cargo into motion to gradually gather speed and disappear into the night.  That was the last Teddy and his mum saw of the most important man in their lives.

‘When is Dad coming home mum?’

‘Soon, son, soon.  It won’t be long now.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Somewhere in France.’

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

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

‘Being 12.45 we shall adjourn for lunch and reconvene at 2 pm.’

‘All rise,’ bleated the clerk of the court in his trembling bass voice.

Everyone rose and waited as the judiciary retreated through a side door of the court then they too, amid a babble of speculative conversation, moved slowly through to the main entrance and eventually out onto the forecourt.  

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

‘I thought you might stick around for the verdict,’ said Ted.

‘Not me.  I told you I hate these places.  Anyway, it looks cut and dried to me.  The butler did it!’  He headed off to hail a cab.

‘Hang on.  I’ll come with you,’ called Brian and hurried after him leaving the rest undecided what to do.  Most thought to go and began to wander off leaving Gail and Ted together on the street.

‘I suppose life must go on.’  It was Gail.  ‘What do you think, Ted?  I gather you want to stick around.’

‘Yeah, I do.  I was thinking of going up to the Hyatt and grabbing a bite to eat at Clouds.  Why not join me?’

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

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

Gail was happy with that. She liked Ted.  For a while now she had more than liked him and was always keen on some time alone; together. Why not at the Hyatt?
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CROSSING THE FOYER of the Hyatt Ted saw a face he almost knew, thought he knew; a face  familiar to him and it bugged him that he was at a loss to put a name to it.  Tall, dark and most elegantly dressed the lady was at home in the grandeur of the international hotel.  Past buyer, past vendor, who was she?  No!  He would never forget someone as impressive.  Their eyes met as he stepped aside allowing her to pass and he knew he was right.  A half smile and a gentle nod of thanks, or was it recognition and she was gone leaving a captivating breath of perfume in her wake?  He reflected on the moment as the head waiter seated him and Gail at Ted’s usual table at the rear of the restaurant.  Being a Hyatt Club member he was a regular visitor and, as lunching was his favourite hobby, for him there was no better place to lunch with a friend, entertain a client, or close a sale, than right here.

Gail purred her appreciation of the venue as they seated themselves.  Ted sat with his back to the wall facing the entrance with Gail on his right.  He liked to see what was going on.  It was something he had picked up from a western novel in his youth and had never forgotten.  Destry, or Sudden, was it?  No!  Wyatt Earp.  A fast gun never sits with his back to the door.  

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

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

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

Gail scoffed at him. ‘Get real, Ted.  Of course you bloody know her.  It’s Vince’s wife.’

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

‘I think I should go and talk to her,’ he said.  ‘Do you mind?  You’ll excuse me?  I just want to introduce myself.’ Without waiting for a reply he rose from the table and quickly crossed to where the lady in question was seated.  Gail shrugged her shoulders and took another mouthful of wine before embarking on a helping of chocolate cake.  Ted was expected.

‘Mr Starling.  I wondered how long it would take.’

Ted seemed surprised
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