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The weightiest questions of
metaphysics arise practically out of our desire to arrive at an
understanding of the possibility of our immortality—from this fact
they derive their value and cease to be merely the idle discussions
of fruitless curiosity. For the truth is that metaphysics has no
value save in so far as it attempts to explain in what way our
vital longing can or cannot be realized.—Miguel de Unamuno

I thought of the soul as
resembling a castle… containing many rooms…—Theresa de Avila

Optical illusion is visual
truth.—Goethe







Chapter One


Audrey Goodrich arranged for a licensed Private Hire vehicle
to take her safely home to Ashbury from a wine bar in Chelmsford.
The rosy fog in her head blending with potential fog on the roads
could prove deadly. If she hit a deer she would be extremely upset.
If she hit a human being, well, her own life would be over; she
didn’t know how she could ever recover mentally or emotionally,
much less atone for her supreme carelessness. Her young driver
didn’t try to make conversation. A tall black man, he had
gracefully unfolded himself from the Mini Cooper to open the back
door for her. She sat in the dark gratefully absorbing the intense
silence between them. Inevitably, she began wondering what his life
was like, whether he was happy or if driving countless people
around to their chosen destinations was interfering with his own
goals even while, hopefully, helping him realize at least some of
his dreams.

The vast night stretching all around
them offered no answers to her questions. Her handsome driver
remained an intriguing enigma, unlike the old school friends she
had left behind in a Duke Street bar. They had just ordered a third
bottle of wine when she excused herself. She could only drink so
much before a switch went off in her palate and the fruit of the
vine began tasting bitter. Street lamps—not to mention the glow on
the horizon that was London—made it difficult to see any stars.
Flying effortlessly above the tree line through the
pollution-veiled sky, only her own ghostly face was visible in the
window. The illusion was oddly empowering. She smiled. In those
moments, turning thirty-years-old felt right and good, like
crossing an important threshold.

She asked the driver to stop the car
at the beginning of the long driveway leading up to the house,
concealed even in February behind centuries-old trees. She handed
him some money and quickly let herself out.

He murmured,
“Thanks, miss,” in
response to her generous tip.

As always, the cold came as an
invigorating shock. Still wrapped in a warm buzz, she enjoyed the
sound of her high-heeled boots clicking confidently up the stone
drive. The impenetrable darkness always made her body instinctively
nervous, but she had long ago memorized every twist and turn in the
path and she knew she was safe because she was home. Very soon she
would glimpse the flickering of the two gas lamps Darlene and
Edward conspired to keep burning night and day, as though they had
never heard of global warming or any other such nonsense. After
that, only a heartbeat or two would pass before she saw the golden
glow emanating from her father’s study. He often stayed up until
past three or four in the morning reading or writing or both, as if
after the witching hour of midnight it was easier for him to travel
back in time. Stuart Goodrich was a historian and a highly
respected scholar who, every five years or so, published another
ponderous tome dedicated exclusively to one arcane facet of a long
dead civilization. But, as he had informed her more than once,
nothing ever truly died it was simply recycled into the hearts and
minds of future generations whether they chose to realize it or
not. When she was a little girl she hadn’t understood what he
meant—obviously she was herself and no one else—but as she grew
older it secretly began thrilling her to know that the elegant
ancient Roman lady she had once seen illustrated in a book—with her
foamy white dress and coiling black ringlets spilling from a golden
diadem—lived on in the infinitely tiny world of the blood cells she
had just learned about in science class. And this elegant matron
(who might have slit her wrist in a marble bath after the man she
loved was killed in some battle or other) was joined on the
mysterious river of her blood by numerous other figures who had all
lived and died in unimaginably distant times and places. Each
exotic personality smiled with enigmatic sensuality on the
wood-and-paper barks of the countless books she had consumed and
continued devouring. Recently, however, she had transferred the
ever growing crowd to the sleek spaceship of her e-book
reader.

She spotted the gas lights
pulsing steadily on either side of the large front door as she
wondered for the thousandth time what really had happened to her mother.
Audrey was only eight-years-old when her mother had simply
disappeared one evening, leaving her purse, her papers, absolutely
all her worldly possessions behind. The police had searched for
weeks that stretched into months but Wilona and her abductor, if
there ever had been one, left not a single clue behind her husband
and daughter could hope on.

Audrey quickened her pace as her
legs—exposed by thin black stockings beneath a short skirt—abruptly
felt the chill, no longer warmed as they had been at the wine bar
by admiring glances. A dense ground fog was rolling in and the
moisture wafting around her ankles gave more teeth to the cold. It
seldom dropped below freezing in Ashbury but for the past several
years it had snowed more than once in the winter. Earthquakes,
tsunamis, hurricanes, blizzards… BBC Essex was filled with reports
of record-breaking destructive weather she had fervently told her
friends just a few hours ago was a clear indication of climate
change. They had, more or less, agreed with her but quickly changed
the subject to the much more important topic of men and how
pathetic they generally were, unfaithful liars or boring selfish
mama’s boys, etc. etc. They seemed to fail to realize that
conversations about the environment and about relationships were
one and the same if you really thought about it, as Audrey tended
to do about everything.

She paused on the path as
she heard the wail of a siren in the distance. She wondered if
there had been some kind of accident in the village but then the
way her heart began racing told her the sound was not mechanical;
it was alive and issuing from the throat of an animal. Perhaps a
neighbor's dog upset at being left outside on such a cold night?
She began walking again at a deliberately sedate pace because in
truth she was somewhat unnerved by the mournfully undulating howls.
A line from an old seventy’s comedy popped into her mind, “Children
of the night, shut-up!” yet there was nothing funny about the fact that another
irreplaceable species went extinct almost every time she blinked.
England’s rich forests were only tattered remnants of themselves
while (selfishly many people would say) she clung to her family’s
forty acres, all that remained of a once grand estate.

She was disappointed to see that her
father had apparently gone to bed. No warm welcoming light greeted
her from the wing where his study was located. Darlene, Don, Edward
and Consuelo all lived in the back of the house. Her childish
disappointment was replaced an instant later by a rush of adrenalin
that set her heart pounding and her feet moving without her even
thinking about waiting to find out what those two pale gleams were
she abruptly discerned amidst the trees. There was something in the
woods watching her, something too close to the ground to be a deer
and with eyes too large, too silvery, too intent to belong to a
fox…

By the time she reached the front door
her lungs were burning; she hadn’t run so fast in years. Only then
did she dare to glance behind her even as she thrust her key into
the lock with a trembling hand. She could no longer see the eyes
she had felt watching her, but as she quickly closed the heavy door
behind her, all her nerve ends told her she had brushed up against
a real danger on the very doorstep of her home, which until then
had always felt perfectly safe. She had turned thirty-years-old
today and before the clock struck midnight the Powers-That-Be had
given her a warning as a gift—no place on earth is ever completely
safe and she would be wise to remember that.

 



Chapter Two

 


Before breakfast, Audrey visited
Merlin’s grave in the woods. Her beloved Shih Tzu had died
four-and-a-half months ago, on the first of October. He had been
with her thirteen years, three months and seven days. She would
miss him for the rest of her life. It was still hard to believe he
was gone forever, at least as far as the limited awareness she
enjoyed during her waking hours was concerned. Thank God she
sometimes dreamed with him. The night after he died, standing
outside on her bedroom balcony, she had looked up at the sky and
cried, “Oh my God, it’s Merlin!” because she had distinctly seen
his profile, his adorably regal head, colossally shaped by
moonlight, clouds and sky. Her little boy’s unmistakable
countenance dominated the heavens for a few undeniable and blessed
seconds. Then he was gone. She had been lying on her bed crying and
stepped outside just in time to see him.

Ever since then, she hadn’t
been quite so miserable. She had felt some magical force touch her,
soothe and energize her with a vision of the little being she had
loved so much. And as the days slowly passed his absence began
feeling like the unreality while his continued presence became an
undeniable fact. It didn’t matter that he lived “only” in her
memory now, she could still feel him, almost even see him at times,
and she knew, deep
in her heart (as the expression went) they would be together again.
She couldn’t possibly doubt that for a moment. She thought of
Merlin as her GOD DOG for he had purged her faith of most of its
doubts. Her spiritual beliefs were stronger than ever and her
beloved pet—like a four-legged guardian angel who had been her
constant companion while in the meantime boyfriends came and
went—had everything to do with her new-found inner
strength.

For the most part, Audrey
kept such thoughts to herself. Only Aapti was privy to her most
profound feelings. Her Indian friend considered repressed emotions
much stranger, and certainly more dangerous, than passionate
outpourings of sentiment which were, she declared with her innately
profound confidence, the very spice of life. Only Aapti new Audrey
had twice dreamed of Merlin playing happily in a gated garden with
other dogs his size. Aapti never subjected her to sad,
condescending smiles but rather listened intently, silently
nodding, as if she understood exactly what her friend was talking
about and didn’t doubt for a moment that the little Shih Tzu she
too had loved was romping around in a better world now. Aapti
embraced loss and sadness with the same determined joy she had
exhibited in the face of her elaborate wedding plans and now
concentrated on her impatient pregnancy tests. She would never
dream of suggesting that Audrey take an anti-depressant to feel
better about the death of her pet. “There is a pill to cure
everything now!” she
scoffed. “As if we are only machines and you can simply press
a button to make
all bad things go away. But the only thing that will go away
is you!” Audrey
agreed, understanding that by “you” Aapti meant the soul and not
just the body it inhabited.

Leaving the large old oak tree
Merlin’s little body was helping to feed, Audrey started back
toward the house, bee-lining it for the kitchen where Consuelo
would have a hot breakfast of eggs, toast and tea ready to go for
her. Just then a troop of Robins flew in from somewhere and invaded
one of the holly trees on her path. Their wings flapping
energetically, they perched on swaying branches battling each other
for the bright red berries. They didn’t even seem aware of her and
she found herself smiling. A sudden urgent rustling in the
underbrush brought her attention abruptly back to earth as a black
streak raced across the forest floor—her fourteen-year-old pussy
cat, Whispers, whose former owner had had her declawed. That never
stopped her. Entirely black and petite, Whispers boasted a
personality the size of a lionesses’ and commanded the respect,
tainted with fear, of the entire household. She still had all her
teeth and if you touched her the wrong way, or annoyed her for any
reason, she didn’t hesitate to use them. Stuart had christened her
“A pussy of strongly held opinions”, a note of admiration in his
voice, while his housekeeper of more than twenty years frowned and
refrained from commenting. Until he was out of ear shot, then
Darlene let Audrey know just what she thought of the little black
demon she had inexplicably decided to adopt.

“You know perfectly well I
didn’t adopt her, she adopted me, Darlene. I think she liked the fact that I
offered to name her after an ancient Egyptian queen before I
realized she wasn’t a stray, and that I fed her milk and cheese.
Hilda probably gave her only cheap dry food for ten years. And
imagine chasing a pussy away with a broom every time it kindly
brought you back a treasure!”

“A treasure?” Darlene fastidiously wiped
her hands on her pristine white apron. “You call a dead mouse
a treasure?” She
walked away. Her broad back could broadcast disapproval without her
having to bother saying another word. It had no effect on Audrey.
She and Darlene adored each other and everyone knew it, but rituals
were necessary to preserve life’s sedate decorum by keeping
unseemly displays of emotion at bay.

When Whiskers—promptly
renamed Whispers by her new owner—abandoned poor old Hilda and
determinedly adopted Lady
Goodrich, the rumor swiftly spread through the
village that the cat had become the young woman’s familiar. It was
said in jest and yet there was an undercurrent of mingled curiosity
and suspicion beneath the modern rational façade everyone was
obliged to adopt to some extent. But Ashbury’s roots were centuries
deep and, as Stuart said, nothing really died, especially
entertaining superstitions. Personally, Audrey was in complete
agreement with the local gossips. Whispers was definitely
her pussy, as evidenced
by the superhuman (super feline in her case) effort she made to
restrain herself from subjecting the hand that fed her to love
bites of painfully unrestrained fervor. Audrey admired Whisper’s
intense response to everything but did not hesitate to gently slap
her exquisite little head in reprimand if she got carried away.
Their relationship was one of mutual respect and ever growing
affection. Whispers was smart enough to prefer living in a house
where there was a fine replica of an ancient Egyptian statue of the
cat goddess Bast prominently displayed in the master’s study. She
had unnerved more than one visitor to Stuart’s academic lair by
sitting perfectly still right beside the statue, like it’s mirror
image, and then abruptly lifting her paw to casually lick it just
as the unsuspecting person walked past. Audrey always rewarded
Whispers for such intelligent mischievous behavior (Darlene used
other, invariably negative, adjectives) with a kitty
treat.

Audrey indulged in two soft-poached
eggs and a hearty slice of freshly baked whole-grain bread before
discussing the day’s menu with Consuelo, a native of Toledo, Spain,
whom Stuart had acquired during a tour of the city’s Medieval
churches. Consuelo avoided the damp English weather so unpleasing
to old bones by scarcely ever leaving the warm, divine smelling
kitchen she ruled over with a profound satisfaction that made
everything she cooked taste fulfilling. Stuart wrote massive tomes
crammed with a minutia of information and spoke very little but
when he did anyone within earshot felt compelled to listen. Audrey
hadn’t been there but she could imagine the effect he had had on
Consuelo—the only cook serving the numerous customers of a popular
little café tucked away in the shadow of a crumbling cathedral—when
his tall, fair-haired figure stepped into the tiny, steaming
kitchen. “Señora,” he said, “you are an artist” and handed her his
business card. “It is my fervent wish to take you back to England
with me for I have no desire to live another day without your
superlative cooking. I will arrange for your Visa, pay you whatever
you wish and guarantee you an honored position in my home for as
long as you live.” Consuelo never tired of telling the story,
invariably ending it with the reverent statement, “I felt like a
preencess in a fairee tale!”

Audrey was ten-years-old, and still
seriously missing her mother, when Consuelo arrived looking
terrified, her black eyes vulnerably wide. Stuart had asked her to
give him a detailed shopping list so her kitchen would be fully
stocked the moment she set foot in it and immediately she began
whipping up a batch of chicken, beef and spinach empanadas while
Audrey sat watching her curiously. Once they were cool enough to
eat, Audrey took a tentative bite of one, chewed more boldly, and
then promptly consumed one of each kind before politely asking for
seconds. As far as she could remember, Consuelo hadn’t stopped
smiling since. The only time the Goodrich chef had looked uncertain
about anything was three years ago, when Audrey returned home from
her emotionally disastrous stint in London determined to triple the
size of the estate’s garden even while reverting to strictly
organic farming methods. Don raised a bushy red eyebrow, but did as
the misses said and began spoiling the laying hens with flax and
bird seed to supplement their organic laying pellets. They had
always been allowed to roam free and eat whatever they pleased. A
large cold frame was constructed and soon the kitchen had fresh
produce to work with year round.

The project kept Audrey
busy for nearly a year and deepened the bond between her and
Consuelo as together they kept concocting delicious yet also
healthy dishes. To her relieved surprise, it had taken her less
than a month to get over the man she had left behind in London, but
she was still struggling with the self-consciousness he had drilled
into her about her lack of a career. Obliged to work for a living,
her ex had grown less and less successful at pretending not to
resent her extremely cushy Trust Fund, especially after he
romantically got down on one knee and proposed to her in an
expensive restaurant (his treat). Somewhat to her surprise, she had
heard herself tell him she wasn’t ready to get married, not yet.
“Well, what do you
want to do with your life?” he had demanded with a stiff smile as
he resumed his seat, his cheeks flushed with embarrassment at being
rejected in public. “When you’re not out shopping all you do is lie
around the flat reading romance novels!” He laughed and glanced
around them as if this explained everything and he was not to blame
she was stupid enough to turn him down. He didn’t seem to realize
her reading list was much
more extensive. He also seemed to have forgotten
all the gourmet meals she usually had waiting for him every evening
after he got home from the bank, where he worked as a loan
officer.

She often lingered in the
kitchen after breakfast to enjoy a second cup of tea while she
read. The sound of Consuelo chopping vegetables behind her was
curiously comforting. Consuelo made all her broths from scratch and
the smell of onions, garlic and peppers frying, followed by the
rich scent of a chicken slowly simmering, was Audrey’s idea of
aroma therapy. When there was a hearty comforting soup on the stove
everything felt right with the world even if she
was thirty-years-old now
and no closer to figuring out what she really wanted to do with
herself, besides meet the right man, of course. What exactly
constituted the right man was also an issue because, more than once, she had thought
she had found him… Thought
she had found him… there was a clue in the way she
put it to herself. Had she truly felt they were the right men or had
she convinced herself, overriding the much deeper (and wiser)
instincts of her heart because her body craved sex and her soul
longed for companionship?

Her e-book reader propped
up against a wine bottle, she seemed to be doing nothing with her
life as she stared at it, but appearances could be deceiving. In
truth, she was broadening her mind with all the different books she
was reading, and striving to become a better person by clearly
staring every one of her thoughts and feelings straight in their
virtual faces to avoid making more time-consuming mistakes. She had
just eagerly devoured the paragraph Subtle
energy is simply energy that cannot be accurately measured using
current scientific methods. It is not supernatural, paranormal, or
scary—it is just energy. It obeys some—but not all—of the same laws
as does physical matter, its counterpart… Subtle energies operate
on a different plane or continuum than do physical energies. Yet
they can be at least somewhat defined in comparison to physical
energy…(1) when
Darlene stepped into the kitchen, her hands crossed over her apron
in the way that indicated she was making an effort not to be
emotional.

“Audrey, dear, your father wishes to
see you. He’s in his study.” The fact that she bothered to state
the obvious indicated the matter was serious.

Audrey turned off her e-book reader
and slipped it into the pocket of her over sized cashmere sweater.
“Thank you, Darlene,” she said formally but let her shoulder brush
affectionately against the older woman’s as she walked past
her.

Stuart was not seated behind his desk.
He was standing before one of the windows, his hands lightly
clasped behind his back, staring outside. The sky had the soft deep
gray feel of a feather comforter that might rip open into a gentle
snowfall at any moment. She was beginning to wonder if he had heard
her come in when he turned toward her. “My love,” he said
quietly.

Of course she knew what day this was
but she always made a stubborn effort to ignore the morbid
anniversary.

He approached her, picking something
up off his desk on the way—a small black box he held cupped in both
hands. “Did you have a nice time with your friends yesterday?” he
said absently.

“It was all right. What is
that?”

“A gift for you.”

“But you already gave me a lovely
birthday present.”

“This is… something special. It
belonged to your mother. I don’t know if you remember that she was
thirty-years-old when…”

“Yes…” It meant nothing, her reason
said firmly, but her heart (and she had just promised herself to
pay more attention to the vital clues concealed in her intuitions)
felt otherwise because it had sped up anxiously.

He set the box down on a table next to
a brightly painted wooden replica of the boy king Tutankhamun
raising a spear with which he was ostensibly about to impale a
hippopotamus or a crocodile, symbols of chaos and death and the
enemies of Maat—the divine order-imposing force contained within
corporeal existence. Very gently, he lifted a fine golden chain out
of the box from which hung a small light-green object. She held out
her hand and he placed the scarab on her palm, the chain coiling
like a golden serpent around it.

She whispered, “Is it
real?”

“Yes, and as far as I can
tell it dates back to the eleventh dynasty. As you know,
the scarab, khefer, was the hieroglyph
for Becoming. It
was associated with Atum-Re and Khepri, He Who Came into
Being, the One who breathed life into the
universe. Khepri represented the creative force latent in the
darkness of the Void, which was also symbolized by the morning sun
and depicted as a man with the head of a scarab. The ancient
Egyptians believed scarab amulets had the power to protect them
from evil forces…”

She looked up at his face,
then regretted it. She had seen grief in her father’s eyes, she had
seen respect and excitement, she had seen them shine with amusement
or fade to a flat, pale blue with anger, but she had
never seen fear in them.
“What? Do you want me to wear this at all times to protect me from
evil forces?” She tried joking away the terrible moment.

“Yes,” he sounded relieved she had
said it for him. “If you would please do this for me, I would
appreciate it.”

Profoundly disturbed by the thought
that her father might be going barmy, she quipped, “Even in the
bathtub?” desperately making light of the situation. It was a
relief when the infinitely sober expression in his eyes was
replaced by a much more mundane embarrassment as he looked
away.

“I leave that to your discretion,
Audrey, but it would make me happy if you would indulge me in this
matter.”

She opened the delicate clasp and
promptly slipped the necklace around her neck. “Of course I will,”
she spoke lightly. “It’s lovely. Thank you.” She would, obviously,
desire to wear different jewelry in the future, but she refrained
from mentioning this now. She hoped that once the dreadful
anniversary of his wife’s disappearance had passed he would come to
his senses and not feel quite so strongly about her wearing an
ancient Egyptian scarab twenty-four-seven.

She went straight from her
father’s study to the mud room. It had begun snowing and she was
overcome by the need to step outside beneath the gently falling
flakes. The sadness that had been there for twenty-two years—like a
sound too high-pitched for her every day emotions to register—was
humming loudly and distinctly through her heart. She was afraid,
not of the evil forces her father suddenly wanted to protect her
from but of more insidious dangers caused by the aging process,
which sometimes constricted arteries and prevented the blood from
flowing properly through the brain, thereby rendering the person so
afflicted slightly, or completely, senile. Her chest was so hot
with old sadness blended with a potential new grief that she
welcomed the cold slap of the wind outside like a benediction as it
cleared her head. Her Da was not
losing his mind. His specialty was ancient
history, particularly Egyptian, and the scarab had belonged to his
beloved wife, who had mysteriously disappeared when she was
thirty-years-old. It made sense, emotionally if not rationally,
that he was afraid for his daughter now that she was the same age
and that, as he had always done, he desired to protect her. The
scarab was merely a symbol of how much he cared for her. She would
wear it as often as possible, proudly and happily, because she was
truly fortunate to be so deeply loved.

She took a different route than she
had that morning, following a path along the tree line so she could
walk beneath the falling snow and occasionally lift her face to
enjoy the cool kiss of snowflakes on her cheeks and lips. She could
feel the scarab resting lightly against her solar plexus. It was
the anxious flurry of her thoughts, not the amulet’s subtle
pressure, which was responsible for the fact that she couldn’t seem
to take a deep breath unless she made a conscious
effort.

Her hands thrust deep into the pockets
of her black wool coat, Audrey stopped in her tracks and shouted
out across the gently undulating landscape, “Mother!” The snow did
not muffle her voice, on the contrary; she felt as though it rang
for miles in all directions. She liked that. “We still love you,
Mommy!” She could see individual snow flakes clinging tenaciously
to blades of grass for a heartbeat before dissolving.

The profound silence was
suddenly broken again, this time by the aggressive strains of
Prokofiev’s Dance of the
Knights. The music was muffled by her coat
pocket. She fished out her cell-phone and when she saw Aapti’s
number on the display decided to answer it.

“Hi.”

“How are you, sweetie?” Her friend
knew what day it was and for ten years had been helping her get
through it.

“I’m okay.”

Aapti was respectfully silent for a
moment before she said eagerly, “Did you hear?”

“Hear what?”

“Colby Eckart’s son got
back from Afghanistan last night. Before that he was in Iraq, and
before that no one knows where
he was. He’s been gone for years.”

The Eckarts were their closest
neighbor, in fact, she was planning to trespass on their land in a
few minutes on her way to her favorite haunt, a place where she had
spent uncountable hours indulging in hopefully dreamy
melancholies.

“The rumor going around is he was part
of some elite special forces unit,” Aapti informed her. “They say
he-”

“Aapti? Hello!” She held the phone up,
searching for a signal, but gave up after a few seconds and slipped
the phone back into her pocket, shutting it off. She really hadn’t
been in the mood to talk. She would tell her friend about the
scarab another day.

By the time she reached the burned out
old church which had so excited her little girl’s imagination, she
regretted having come so far. It was snowing hard and she had to
keep turning her back to the wind whenever powerful gusts
threatened to blind her. The roof was completely gone but three of
the tall central arches rose against the sky like a dragon’s
ribcage blackened by smoke and time.

It was sad growing old. There was no
doubt the place remained eerily beautiful to her but she was only
thirty and already how cold she was felt equally important. The
needs of her body were slowly but inexorably becoming even more
demanding than those of her heart, which wanted to stay there and
use the ruin’s haunting atmosphere to stoke and feed the mysterious
fire of her imagination. Just fifteen years ago she would have
stepped over tumbled stones sensing, searching for another
dimension. The air was a veil and if she believed hard enough her
next footfall would transport her into another space and time, not
into the bloody history her father read and wrote about but into an
alternate universe where beautiful legends were real and dreams
actually became flesh. The young girl who had felt this way was
still alive inside her but her skin seemed to be growing thicker
and making her awe-filled voice less and less audible to her
mind—so preoccupied with adult matters—until eventually the
inescapable realities of old age and sickness would silence it
forever.

“No!” she yelled, and once again
relished the sense of power that filled her as, like magical
messengers, the urgently milling snowflakes seemed to deliver the
energy in her voice a great deal farther than was physically
possible. Then she regretted having so forcefully announced her
presence. She stood rigid with fear as a large black dog ran
directly across her line of sight before disappearing behind one of
the church’s ruined walls. When the tall figure of a man suddenly
stepped through a jagged archway in the same wall, her relief was
so intense her knees literally felt weak. The wolf-like dog
possessed a civilized master! She was safe!

“Good afternoon,” the man’s voice was
deep and quiet.

Apparently, his pet was shy of other
people because it didn’t reappear.

He held out his hand. “Jonathan
Eckart.”

She slipped her black leather glove
into his. “Audrey Goodrich.”

Their eyes met and she forgot all
about reclaiming her hand. He let go of her first, reluctantly it
seemed, but she wasn’t thinking clearly… The snowflakes abruptly
felt like confetti flying wildly in the parade of her
emotions—shyness, admiration, curiosity, disbelief, hope,
uncertainty—every feeling inside her felt as intense and
exaggerated as a carnival float.

“Where’d your dog go?” she asked,
shoving her hands into her pockets. She had no idea what to say to
a man who had just returned from hell. “Welcome home…”

“Thanks.” He didn’t take his eyes off
her face. “You’re Wilona’s daughter.”

Everyone knew about her mother, she
was used to it. “And you’re Colby’s son,” she retorted, feeling too
vulnerable today for polite condolences.

“Not exactly.”

His eyes seemed to have absorbed the
essence of the deserts they had spent so many years in. His
pitch-black pupils were strikingly visible set in his light-brown
irises. A romantic novelist would undoubtedly describe them as
“golden” or “honey-colored” but such adjectives would merely
diminish their direct luminosity. “Not exactly?”

“We’ve been neighbors forever,
Audrey.” He didn’t smile. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet
you.”

“Likewise, I’m sure, but you haven’t
answered my questions, Jonathan. Should I not bother asking you any
more questions in the future?”

He had a beautiful smile and she
realized why it looked so familiar—because she saw it in her
father’s study every day. He had the mouth of an ancient Egyptian
king. His lips weren’t as sensual as Tutankhamun’s but they were
definitely sinuous and his face had been forged by the scorching
desert sun into a tanned golden mask. He wore an elegant
ankle-length black leather coat and not a single strand of hair was
visible beneath his black knit cap.

“So, you think we have a future
together, Audrey?”

“Well, as you said,” she
felt the warm color in her cheeks defy the cold, “we’re neighbors.
We’re bound to run into each other now and then… unless of course
you go away again.” Despondency, disappointment and desperation
were added to the parade of emotions still blasting away inside her
with all the deafening subtlety of a brass band, making everything
she said sound faintly ridiculous. For some inexplicable reason,
she felt there was much more that should have been said, that
needed to be
said…

He stared over her head as if he could
see beyond the trees and pasture lands all the way to Iraq and
Afghanistan. “I’ve done what I can.”

“And we’re very grateful…” she
murmured. She couldn’t even begin to imagine what he’d been
through; it was impossible to know what on earth to say.

His gaze returned to the
present and her face. “Who is we?”

“I’m sure I speak for everyone
when-”

“I’m sure you don’t.” He sounded
tired.

“Would you and your father care to
join us for dinner this evening?” The question burst out of her
heart and bloomed into words on her tongue before she could stop
it.

He touched his black-gloved fingers to
his forehead and chest as he bent slightly at the waist. “We would
be honored, my lady.”

No one had ever called her “my lady”
except in jest, or in spite, but she distinctly sensed he wasn’t
making fun of her. He had picked up some attractive habits in the
Middle East. As her father never tired of pointing out to people
whenever the subject came up, countries synonymous with terrorism
and bloodshed had once been the sites of great civilizations with
profound spiritual roots, roots that often bore no relationship to
the dying distortions of more modern fanatical branches.

“Seven o’clock then?” She
was already wondering what to wear when she abruptly remembered any
dress she considered would have to match her scarab amulet. Stuart
never entertained guests on the anniversary of his wife’s
disappearance and he might not be happy she’d invited someone
without asking him first, but it was too late now. She wouldn’t
take the invite back even if she could. She couldn’t simply wait to
run into Jonathan Eckart again, he was too… beautiful, there was no other word
for him, at least as far as his physical appearance was
concerned.

“I’d offer to walk you home, Audrey,”
he glanced over his shoulder, “but I have to get back if I want to
be ready in time for dinner. I’ll bring some wine.”

“You’ll love our cook, Consuelo. She’s
from Spain!”

He laughed. “Now I’m
really looking forward to
tonight. Cheers then.” He turned and walked away. Watching him as
he crested a hill with long, sure strides, she waited to see if his
dog would run after him, but apparently it had already
left.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Stuart wasn’t in his study. The house
Audrey had grown up in was large enough that finding someone, if
they weren’t in their usual haunts, constituted a workout. Darlene
was proud of the fact that not a single wing was kept closed; more
than ten tastefully appointed rooms were always ready to receive
guests. And indeed, they were regularly occupied by historians,
philosophers, writers of all varieties, the occasional scientists
and, once in a very blue moon, a politician or two.

Standing in the middle of the formal
entrance hall, Audrey yelled, “Father!” too chuffed to contain
herself. She was quite fond of raising her voice today. Was this a
sign of insecurity? Did she feel the need to be heard, to make her
mark on the world? Had Wilona yelled for help?

She banished the thought and ran up
the central staircase. Her father wasn’t in his bedroom suite but
she had seen his car in the driveway so she knew he was home.
Perhaps he too had felt the need for a constitutional. The first
thing she had done was tell Darlene and Consuelo about the
unexpected dinner guests. The little chef had sprung into action,
the set of her jaw and the glow in her black eyes making Audrey’s
mouth water. She had seen that look of determined concentration
many times before and the results were always brilliant.

She’d given up and was walking to her
room—where she planned to spend enjoyable hours fannying around
with her wardrobe—when she heard a muffled thud just above her
head. Someone was in the attic. Smiling, she ran down the corridor
and up the steep stairway with practiced ease. As a child, she had
spent countless hours in the attic playing haunted house with her
Barbie dolls. Her imagination had effortlessly transformed the
delicate spiders’ webs and ponderous furniture draped in white
sheets into the walls of a haunted castle concealed behind veils of
mist. She even went so far as to paint portraits of the castle’s
inhabitants, complete with elaborate serpentine frames, and then
she had fashioned numerous white cardboard tombstones, folding
their bottom edges so she could tape them in place.

“Father?” she whispered, stepping into
the cold gloom.

She heard another thud come from the
far left of the long space and then his voice, “Audrey?” sounding
surprised; almost flustered. “What are you doing up
here?”

“I was about to ask
you that. I’ve been
looking for you.”

“I was just searching for a book.” His
figure, stooped slightly to avoid the slanted ceiling, stepped into
the faint light provided by one of the circular windows.

“Of course you were. Did you find
it?”

“No.”

“I wanted to tell you I invited the
Eckarts over for dinner tonight. I’m sorry, I know we normally
don’t entertain… you know, but I ran into Colby’s son on my walk.
He just got back from Afghanistan and I thought it would be nice to
show him how much we appreciate… you know…”

“That’s fine,” he said absently,
brushing off his forest-green sweater as if he’d run into some dust
and cobwebs during his search.

She suffered an
inexplicable surge of anger. Young men very much like Jonathan were
dropping like flies in the Middle East and her father was, at the
moment, as far as she could tell, obsessed with the utensils
ancient Etruscans used to clean their fingernails! It seemed not
only pointless but offensive that so much brain power was wasted on
the past when the present was such a terrifying mess. “Our guests
will be here at seven,” she said and escaped the place that had
once been her launching pad into countless lifetimes which had all
seemed more exciting than hers. But the truth was, history
had always been a
bloody mess.

 


⊕

 


Audrey decided to play up
the Egyptian look. She chose a low-cut long-sleeved white cashmere
dress that clung to her Victoria’s
Secret bra but fell softly to her knees,
leaving her shapely calves and ankles exposed and displayed to best
advantage in snowy-white extreme high-heels. She ceramic-ironed her
unruly shoulder-length golden-brown hair and bangs until they were
straight as a wall painting’s, and then outlined her upper lash
line in a glittery dark-green before using a black eyeliner on the
inside of her lower lash line. A touch of mineral powder and blush,
a delicate lip-liner and a rosy gloss for her lips, and she felt
more beautiful than Cleopatra—ready to conquer the minds and hearts
of men but also to help raise their spirits.

Jonathan Eckart arrived right on time,
alone. His father—Darlene informed Audrey after she had escorted
their guest into the fire-lit Drawing Room—was indisposed. So much
the better. It was remarkable that, until today, she had not once
laid eyes on her closest neighbor. All her father’s guests came
from other parts of England and Europe or beyond. Perhaps this
business about the girl and the boy next door wasn’t just a myth.
However, that was a dangerous thought to be entertaining before the
night had even begun. There was no doubt meeting Jonathan had given
her despondent mood a hopeful boost, but there were possible
ingredients in the metaphorical pot that were less than appetizing.
For instance, a great many men returned home from war mentally and
emotionally scarred even if their bodies miraculously survived
unscathed. Banishing the negative thought, she let herself into the
Drawing Room.

Jonathan was standing half facing the
hearth and half turned toward the door and she knew she would never
forget her first vision of his profile gilded by firelight. His
hair was shaved so short it might only have been a shadow. His
skull was perfectly shaped, and there was something about the way
his neck flowed into his spine as he turned his head to look at her
that communicated an ideal blend of alertness and relaxation she
was irresistibly drawn toward.

“Good evening.” He turned to face her
but remained standing by the fire, letting her come to him since he
had been the one kept waiting.

“Good evening, Jonathan. I apologize
for Darlene’s excessive formality but it makes her happy and we
love her too much not too indulge her.”

“That’s the best excuse I’ve ever
heard. Not that you needed one. It was a pleasure to be kept
waiting in here. There are some extraordinarily beautiful works of
art in this room, especially now.” His expression sober, he studied
her from head to toe as openly as he might have assessed enemy
territory.

She gestured to the red leather chair
across from the one in which she quickly sat down.

He perched on the edge of the cushion,
his elbows resting on his knees as he leaned toward her. He was
wearing a black turtleneck sweater over black slacks and shoes. The
small silver hoop in his left ear flashed like a distant star in
the firelight.

The door opened and Stuart entered the
room. Audrey fervently wished her father had lingered over his
toilet, perhaps testing the efficacy of an ancient Etruscan razor,
but she smiled over at him sweetly as Jonathan got to his
feet.

The two men shook hands.

Stuart said, “Welcome home,” and then
seemed at a loss for a moment before he added hopefully, “Can I get
you something to drink?”

“Yes, thanks.” Jonathan sat down
again, his hands lightly gripping his knees. He looked both relaxed
and ready to move fast.

“I’d like a glass of Chardonnay,
please, father.”

“I’ll have one as well,” Jonathan
said.

“I’ll open a bottle.” Stuart moved
over to the small refrigerator concealed inside an antique
cabinet.

Jonathan asked her abruptly, “Were you
arguing with someone on your cell this afternoon? You sounded
seriously brassed off.”

“I was just talking to myself.”
Embarrassed, she cast her father an impatient glance as he
struggled with the cork, but then—obliged to politely meet her
guest’s eyes again—she heard herself elaborate, as if it was
perfectly reasonable, “I was defying the constraints of time and
space.”

The recalcitrant cork slipped out of
the bottle with a loud pop reminiscent of a gunshot hitting her
straight in the heart as all she was suddenly aware of were
Jonathan’s eyes. The shadows created by the flickering firelight
flowed around them both in dark currents mysteriously alive with so
much potential she seemed to feel her mind cowering like a helpless
creature shrinking into the back of a stone cave afraid of the
storm of forces blowing dangerously just outside the
entrance…

“Audrey, you look a bit off color,
dear,” her father remarked as he handed her a glass half filled
with wine.

She accepted it from him gratefully
and took a sip before replying, “I’m just a bit knackered from last
night. It was after midnight when I got home.” She recalled the
eyes she had seen staring at her from the woods, pale, intently
focused eyes… She took another sip of wine and concentrated on the
fire as Stuart handed the younger man his drink, and then returned
to the cabinet to pour himself a scotch.

“Time and space is only a mold that’s
meant to be broken in the end,” Jonathan stated matter-of-factly
and held up his glass as Stuart seated himself.
“Cheers.”

“Cheers!” They echoed and for a long
moment the only sound in the room was the wordlessly eloquent sound
of wood burning.

Stuart rattled the ice in his glass,
“What you say about time and space may be true but it’s a mistake
to desire to break the mold before the mortal clay—if I may be so
bold as to elaborate on your metaphor—is strong enough to stand on
its own.” He glanced soberly at his daughter.

“What do you mean by that
father?”

“Nothing,” he replied evasively, but
his eyes fell to the scarab resting just above her cleavage before
he raised his glass and took another hearty swig of
scotch.

All afternoon she had imagined
impressing Jonathan Eckart with her intelligence and the breadth of
her knowledge even as she exercised her unique charm and wit to
make him laugh, but instead she felt hopelessly scatty for most of
the evening. Her thoughts were like sheep scattered across a vast
countryside while her physical senses were distractingly acute. The
soft sensation of cashmere caressing her skin as she uncrossed her
legs, combined with the lick of warmth as a log shifted in the
grate, registered so loudly in her nerve ends she lost track of the
conversation for a few crucial moments. She tended to prefer
Chardonnays that had undergone malolactic fermentation but how
oddly intoxicated she felt had nothing to do with the alcohol
content.

As if in a dream, she
watched Darlene quietly enter the room, deposit a plate of ham
croquettes and spinach empanadas on the table, and then walk out
again, an unusually gratified little smile on her face. Jonathan
had acknowledged her presence with a quiet, “Thank you” she
accepted with a formal nod and smile. To Audrey they seemed
perfectly comfortable with each other and she found herself
wondering at the ease with which he returned to being served home
cooked food after surviving on army rations for years. Or did elite
warriors dine better than the average soldier? Stuart had asked him
early on, “So where were you stationed, Jonathan?” and he had
replied, “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to discuss that” and that
was the end of that. She might never know what he had done “over
there,” how many men he had killed, if any, how often he was
wounded, if ever, anything.
Could she live with that? Would he open up to her
if they grew closer? Did she want
to know? She was astonished by how much
he knew. Listening to him
talking with Stuart she could easily believe he had a degree in
history. Perhaps that had been a requirement of whatever he did or
maybe he’d simply had a lot of time to read while he was in between
top secret missions.

When dinner was announced, Stuart
excused himself for a moment. “I’ll meet you in the dining room,”
he said and quickly left the room.

Standing, Jonathan offered her his
arm. “You’ve been very quiet,” he remarked as they followed Darlene
out of the Drawing Room’s cozy warmth and across the chilly
entrance hall, from which all but the most attractive Goodrich
ancestors had been banished years ago by Wilona.

“I’ve just been enjoying listening to
you and father talk. You seem to know almost as much about history
as he does.”

“ ‘The past is now part of
my future and the present is well out of hand’.”

“ ‘Heart and soul, what
will burn’,” she finished the quote. “Joy Division. I believe Ian
Curtis was only twenty-three when he dared to ‘break the mold’ or,
as he put it, when he took a chance and stepped
outside.”

“When he lost control.”

She laughed, “As Jay Leno
would say, ‘there’s a million
o’these’ ” and smiled up at him.

He held her eyes. “And
right now I’m perfectly happy ‘forgetting any other home but
this’.”(2)

She tightened her grip on his arm and
was about to say, “You certainly know how to chat a girl up,
Jonathan” but her heart refused to let the cheeky words cross the
horizon of her lips, which were so drawn to his she was forced to
look away in order to resist the desire to kiss him.

“It’s all right,” he whispered in her
ear, “I feel the same way!”

Paintings of English
landscapes—including works by Crome and Constable—adorned the
walls, framing a table long enough to seat twenty-four people. Only
three places were elegantly set at the north end, with Stuart
occupying the head. Consuelo’s meal was, as usual, delicious, but
Audrey had a hard time concentrating on the Sopa de Ajo followed by Conejo
al Salmoneja
and Torrijas
for dessert—slices of Spanish Bread Pudding fried
in olive oil and topped with home-made coffee ice cream sprinkled
with toasted pine nuts. She was grateful for the colonnade of
burning cream-colored candles partially obscuring her view of
Jonathan as she hoped the flames, flickering gently in an unseen
breeze, helped mask the passionately hopeful light in her eyes.
Whatever he had done in Iraq and Afghanistan, he knew how to make
her father laugh, and this fact endeared her to him, making it even
harder to fight her growing physical attraction to him. On this
particular day of the year her father never smiled, much less
laughed out loud, but he seemed to have forgotten all about his
missing wife as he and his guest enjoyed poking fun at
archaeologists (particularly Egyptologists) who applied their own
rational and often priggish world views to ancient cultures
completely different from their own.

“I do not believe in linear historical
evolution,” Stuart stated with only a slight slur in his cultured
voice as he poured himself another glass of wine. “I am of the
opinion humanity has lost much in some departments even while
advancing in others. I believe it is imperative to remember what
was lost in order to properly control the forces of the present so
that we can shape a less increasingly destructive and more
progressive future.”

“I’ll drink to
that,” she said, and this
was all the excuse her father needed to open another bottle
of Borsao.
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Audrey lay in bed until well past
midnight occasionally reading but mostly thinking about Jonathan
Eckart, recalling some of his observations on different subjects
which offered her tantalizing clues to his personality, but mostly
she found herself recalling his rare smiles and how happy they made
her feel even now. His smiles felt like the sun coming out after a
week of rain, like a light shining directly into her soul and
suffusing her with a hope and excitement impossible to distinguish
from each other.

After dinner—when he had mentioned he
should get going to check on his father—she had pre-empted Darlene
and walked him to the front door herself. As she opened it he said
very quietly, “What’s your number, Audrey?”

“Are you sure you’ll be able to
remember it after drinking so much wine?” she teased.

“I remember everything I don’t make an
effort to forget,” he replied soberly and she felt then  the
potentially unbridgeable emotional gulf between them. Yet her body
was more than ready to take the plunge. She told him her number,
and then didn’t resist when he gripped her right hand and pulled
her outside. The cold made the urgent warmth of his embrace feel
even better. His mouth fell hard against hers but even as her lips
parted in response he drew his head back and cupped her face in his
gloved hands.

“I’ll call you,” he
whispered.

The darkness threatened to encroach
upon the small pool of gas light in which he left her standing
desperately craving the sensation of his lips, and the scarcely
imaginable adventure of his tongue, after just one brief
kiss.

When her phone rang later
while she was making an effort to read, she was massively
disappointed to see Aapti’s number on the caller ID. She didn’t
pick up and Aapti left her a text message: GIVE US A BELL! She
wasn’t yet prepared to confess to someone else, not even her best
friend, what she scarcely dared admit to herself. Finally, she
slapped the e-book reader down on the bed and thought,
Okay, yes, I fancy him! So what? That doesn’t
mean I’m going to fall in love with him!

She did fall asleep,
however, and when she woke up the light across her bed was coming
not from her lamp but from the full moon shining straight into her
room. Then she saw Merlin. He was standing beside the bed looking
up, the way he had in the last year of his life when he wanted to
come up but felt he couldn’t manage the jump and was waiting for
her help. She tried to ignore him because obviously he couldn’t
really be there, but he was. He had been a mix of white and
tan, with an adorable black mask around his eyes when he was a
puppy, but now he was mostly a pure white. Yet he was clearly
there, her little boy, so she reached down and lifted him onto the
bed with her. She watched in awe as he walked over to his usual
spot and rooted a little. Then she wasn’t surprised to see Jonathan
Eckart walk into the room from the balcony. He was dressed in the
same black turtleneck he had worn to dinner and it pleased her to
realize he’d never really left her.

She whispered, “Can you see
him?!”

“Yes.” He sat gently down on the edge
of the bed.

She knew her beloved pet
couldn’t possibly stay for long and a part of her was afraid to
touch him but of course she couldn’t resist. When she reached for
him he rolled onto his back and she rubbed his belly just as she
always had. She could truly feel
him, the unmistakable shape and sensation of him.
“You’re such a good boy!” she cooed as she stroked him. “And you always will
be!”

She glimpsed his little teeth, shining
white in his black mouth, the way she’d seen them the night before
she had him put down because his enlarged heart was failing and his
body was slowly drowning in its own fluids. A piece of her brain
kept insisting this visit was only an illusion sent by a demon that
would bite her any second now if she kept petting it, but the rest
of her felt otherwise; her heart knew better. She was so happy
Merlin had come to see her! She continued caressing him, filled
with wonder at how long he was staying. She dared to touch his head
and look straight into his eyes as she told him again and again
what she had told him just before she left him in that terrible
room at the veterinarian’s office—“I love you!  I love you! I
love you!” She was so close to him she could hear his breaths and
they sounded like a dark, soft echo, “Love you, love you!” Content,
she lay back against the pillows.

“He’s in good shape,” Jonathan said,
and gently kissed her forehead.

She woke up again, this
time for “real.” Her beside lamp was still on and her e-book reader
was in sleep mode. Feeling at once intensely disappointed and
profoundly blessed, she picked it up and switched it back on in
order to shut it off completely. The page on the screen was not
from the book she’d been reading, or maybe she’d been so sleepy by
then she couldn’t remember. The first line that met her eyes was a
quote by Oscar Wilde: The mystery of love
is greater than the mystery of death.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


The following morning was consumed by
Aapti, who dropped by unexpectedly as Audrey was finishing
breakfast. She ran into the kitchen, and then stopped to catch her
breath as she slipped off her bright red wool coat, revealing an
equally bright saffron-colored sarong worn over a short-sleeved
turquoise shirt. She gasped, “I’m pregnant!”

Audrey cried, “That’s
blinding!” but Consuelo got to Aapti first, embracing her and
murmuring, “Felicidades,
querida” and then kissing her twice on both
cheeks before she finally relinquished her to Audrey, who hugged
her friend fiercely. Grabbing her hand, she led her up to her
bedroom. She was reluctant to steal the spotlight, but she
simply had to
borrow it for a few minutes to tell her about Merlin’s
visit.

“Oh that’s smashing!” Aapti declared
as she quickly removed her shoes and socks and lay on her side
across a cream-colored divan. Her slender feet were paler than the
rest of her body and resembled a fine layer of gold accented by
shining silver toenails. “I’m only surprised it took him so long to
visit you!”

Audrey hadn’t mentioned Jonathan’s
presence in the dream because she couldn’t quite bring herself to
talk about him yet. In a sense she felt pregnant as well—with the
future, where she glimpsed what it might really feel like to be
truly accompanied, heart and soul, by the person she’d been longing
for…

Aapti was saying, “I did
the test three times. I’m going for the official test next week but I’m sure
of it, Audrey, I can feel
it.” She rested both hands over her womb and gazed
down at it.

“I believe you. There’s magic in the
air.”

Aapti’s radiant expression was
abruptly eclipsed by a thought. “I had a vivid dream last night as
well… but not a good one.”

“Tell me about it,” Audrey said
eagerly. She enjoyed interpreting people’s dreams. She seemed to
have a knack for deciphering them, much like the ancient Egyptians
had effortlessly read their hieroglyphs, which to the untrained eye
appeared to be randomly arranged pictures. “If you already knew you
were pregnant, I’m sure it was merely what some psychologists call
a ‘release’ dream. You’ve never been pregnant before, never felt
responsible for another life as you do now, so naturally you’re
going to experience all sorts of fears dreams can help you deal
with by taking out the subconscious garbage, so to
speak.”

“No, Audrey.” Aapti sat up,
sitting cross-legged and resting her ringed hands on her knees as
she often did to calm and center herself. “I can tell the
difference between those kinds of dreams and real dreams like the one you had with
Merlin last night on the full moon, traditionally a time when the
line between the worlds is more easily crossed. I think we were
both some place in between.”

“Yes...” And Jonathan had
come with her. Or had he in fact led her there? Had Merlin visited her
last night because Jonathan had opened some mysterious door and let
him in?

“I don’t know where I was,”
Aapti began quietly, staring out at the stone balcony overgrown
with English Ivy and surrounded by leafless trees, “I just know it
was dark and that I was naked and lying on the floor in a place
that felt like it was underground even though moonlight was
streaming in through some opening above me… a straight, narrow
shaft of moonlight that shone directly down on my womb. I don’t
know how to describe it… the light was condensing, its edges were becoming
more and more defined, and suddenly I sensed there was blood
everywhere… I was lying in a pool of blood and the moonlight had
transformed into a sword…”

Audrey said matter-of-factly, “And you
were impaled on it?”

Aapti’s back slumped and she studied
her French manicured fingernails murmuring, “That’s what I said,
isn’t it?”

“Did you feel any pain?”

“No…”

“What did you feel? You described what you
saw but not what you felt. You need to tell me what you were
feeling.”

Aapti sat up and looked outside just
as a raven landed on a branch and spread its glossy black wings
while calling to an unseen companion, or maybe just talking to
itself. In either case its harsh voice was clearly audible through
the glass before it flew away impatiently.

Audrey insisted gently, “Tell me what
you were feeling, Aapti.”

“Desire!” she snapped. “I
was so excited, so incredibly
turned on, I was afraid it would kill my baby.
I knew it would
kill my baby!”

“Oh sweetie!” Audrey went to sit
beside her and slipped an arm around her shoulders. “It’s natural
to be nervous-”

Aapti shook her off with
uncharacteristic gruffness and stood up. “I don’t want to think
about it anymore! You’re right, I’m sure it was just a release
dream, or whatever.”

Audrey followed her up and
quickly pulled a book out of one of her shelves. “Listen to this,
Aapti. I think you may be confusing a good dream with a nightmare.
Symbolically, a sword can represent many positive things, for
example power and protection, courage and strength. ‘It is also the
masculine principle,” she read out loud, “the active force, and is
phallic with the sheath as the receptive feminine’. In Celtic
mythology, it’s ‘associated with the supernatural underwater
powers’. And the Hindu definition reads, ‘the wooden sword of the
Vedic sacrifice symbolizes lightning’.(3) Get it? These are all positive
symbols of sexuality and the quickening of your womb by your
husband’s masculine principle. And you said you felt pleasure not
pain, right?”

Aapti stood with her back
to her, staring outside. Yesterday the snow had melted even as it
fell and today the world was merely dark and dreary. “I didn’t
feel pleasure.”

“But you said-”

“I felt desire, a sexual desire so bloody
intense I was willing to sacrifice anything for it! You see, I
didn’t fight it, I couldn’t, it was just too
powerful!”

Audrey thought about this for a
moment. “Maybe what you were feeling was what the soul who just
took root in your womb was feeling, the desire to take physical
form and be born.”

Aapti whirled around to face her, her
expression suddenly hopeful. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I
thought I was being so selfish!”

“Those were your subconscious fears
talking. You always need to look at your dreams objectively. Sexual
desire is a very natural part of conception. The drive to incarnate
in a physical body must be incredibly powerful and maybe you picked
up on what we all feel when we dive into a womb!” She
grinned.

“Yes…” Aapti sounded as though she was
still trying to convince herself of this but she no longer looked
quite so disturbed.
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Aapti had just left when
Jonathan called and asked her if she wanted to meet him for lunch
at The Red Fox Inn.

A fire was burning in the stone hearth
and most of the wooden tables were occupied, by tourists from the
look of them. She wondered if her date had chosen this location
precisely because it didn’t cater to locals. Strangers seeing them
together wouldn’t launch into speculations about their relationship
and start the gossip wheels spinning out of control.

She was early. It was a bad habit of
hers, but even when she made an effort to be fashionably late she
usually just ended up being on time. She requested a table near the
fire and ordered a glass of tea before leaving her coat draped
across the chair to go wash her hands and check her appearance.
Cold weather tended to dry out her lips and another coat of gloss
was never amiss. Satisfied with her loveliness, she pulled on the
heavy door which opened inward, forcing her to slip quickly past it
out into the narrow corridor, where she collided with a man who had
just exited the adjoining toilet. She was wearing high-heels and
was thrown off balance. He hadn’t gripped her arms and pinned her
back against the wall.

“I beg your...” She looked up at his
face and the polite exclamation dissolved like ashes on her tongue.
She suddenly lost her voice and for the life of her couldn’t seem
to find it. In the dim light his eyes looked pitch black. The
sounds of conversation and laughter flowing down the corridor
toward them were damned abruptly by a thrumming silence that seemed
to emanate from somewhere deep inside her… His fingers became
talons digging into her skin as the ceiling above them exploded
soundlessly open. Without moving, as if paralyzed by the speed of
their ascent, they soared together above the Inn and the village
and artery-like spider webs of roads and highways, ascending beyond
the gray veil of the sky into the endless darkness beyond it alive
with stars that were somehow really her blood cells as the whole
time she also retained a sense of their two bodies pressed against
each other in a narrow little passage on earth. Then his hands
slipped slowly down her arms and she felt herself being pulled
back. Sounds rushed into her ears again in almost deafening waves,
flooding her head and overwhelming her with how clearly defined
each individual voice and word was in the kaleidoscope of noise.
Until the beating of her heart anchored her back in a blessedly
contained progression of moments, enfolding and protecting her
senses from the unrestrained power she understood, the instant he
released her, had flowed into her through his fingers. She thought
he smiled but she was so dazed it might only have been her
imagination.

“Did you enjoy that?” he
said, or at least she thought he did because his lips hadn’t seemed
to move. She was hopelessly confused. Why should she enjoy running
into someone in a corridor? But of course she knew that wasn’t what
he meant. Already it was like trying to remember a dream but
something had
happened—how fast her heart was still beating made this fact
abundantly clear no matter how desperately her reason denied what
it couldn’t understand.

“Answer me.” That time she knew for a
fact his lips hadn’t moved—the command emanated from his eyes and
she absolutely had to obey it.

“Yes, my lord.”
Immediately, she wondered what the hell she had just said. Had she
actually said that? She knew she hadn’t thought about saying that; the words
had simply flowed out of her. She has no idea what would have
happened if he hadn’t pulled his stare out of her soul and left her
there, subject to the curious gaze of an American woman who asked
her if she was waiting for the bathroom. She shook her head but
remained where she was staring at the painting that hung on the
opposite wall, able to see it now because the darkness that had
fallen over the corridor, and trapped her as if in the eye of a
tornado, had walked away on two long slender legs quite ordinarily
dressed in black jeans and knee-high black leather
boots.

It came as a surprise she
was able to walk a straight line as though nothing out of the
ordinary had occurred. She felt as though hours must have passed
and she had missed her date with Jonathan but when she returned to
her table her tea was still hot and her watch told her less than
five minutes had elapsed. She had just sat down when she saw her
date walk in and look around for her. Her relief was so great, and
the happiness the sight of him filled her with so intense, she felt
safe enough to let go of a part of her that had been stubbornly
clinging to its pathetic blinkered existence: there really
were more things on
heaven and earth that had been dreamed up in any philosophy she was
familiar with.

Spotting her, Jonathan
headed her way just as she heard the sound of a powerful engine
turning over. She glanced out the window just in time to see a
black silver-lined blur race past, admired by a group of young
women who all turned to watch it—him—go.

Jonathan pulled out the chair to her
left and before he even sat down said urgently, “Tell me what
happened, Audrey.”

“I have no idea.” It was as
honest a reply as she could muster while gazing at him hungrily. He
was tall and looked incredibly fit but he was only human. Then she
heard what she had just thought, only human… “I ran into someone as I
was leaving the toilet and I must have knocked my head against the
wall because everything felt really strange for a few moments, like
I was here and yet not here… I was just dazed, I guess. I’m fine
now.”

The waitress appeared with menus and
to take his drink order. When she left he asked, “Who did you run
into?” and glanced around the restaurant.

“He’s gone. Drove away on a motorbike,
I believe. Anyway, what does it matter? I’m fine now.”

“You certainly are fine,”
he agreed in an undertone, staring fixedly out at the street.
“Much too fine.”

“Thank you.” She was both
pleased and unnerved by the compliment since his expression was
anything but flirtatious; grim
was a more appropriate word for it. “Why do you
make it sound like a bad thing, Jonathan?”

“Have you ever been to a place,
Audrey,” he met her eyes, “where you weren’t the top of the food
chain?”

“No!” She laughed, anxiously. Her
effort to pretend this was just a normal afternoon was failing
miserably; her pulse refused to cooperate by slowing
down.

“It’s not a pleasant feeling, believe
me. You experience the world differently after you know what it’s
like to be prey.”

“I once saw horrifying footage of
killer whales tossing seals around like footballs before they
devoured them. It seemed so cruel to toy with them that
way.”

“Compassion is a human
trait.”

“But what about the dolphins that
surrounded that little Cuban boy who ended up adrift in the ocean
after his family was drowned when their boat capsized? Those
dolphins protected him from being eaten by sharks, until the Coast
Guard arrived and rescued him. Were they just instinctively
protecting him as they did their own young?”

His beer arrived and he took a hearty
swig before replying, “Could be. Maybe, maybe not.”

“That’s not an answer, Jonathan.” She
pretended to study the menu even though she already knew the
selection by heart, as did he, apparently; he hadn’t even picked
his up.

“Why isn’t it, Audrey?”

“Because, dolphins either have
compassionate spirits or they don’t.”

“Why? Isn’t it conceivable that, as is
the case with people, some dolphins are en-souled and others
aren’t?”

“All human beings have souls,” she said passionately.

“How do you know that?”

“Because Christ came
for everyone.”

“I thought you had to be baptized into
the Christian church in order to be saved.”

“That’s ridiculous and you know
it.”

“I do, but millions of other people
don’t.”

“Oh forget it.” She slapped her menu
down on the table. “I don’t want to discuss religion or politics or
anything depressing right now. We are all one in the eyes of God
and I really believe that.”

“Unfortunately, people just
can’t seem to agree what
God that is.”

“God is God the way
language is language, whether you speak English, French or
Italian,” she argued impatiently. “The thoughts and concepts you
express may differ slightly in flavor and feel according to their
unique environment but everyone is feeling and saying essentially
the same things no matter what language, what religion, their minds and hearts were
raised to speak and prefer.”

“My lady!” Firmly grasping her left
hand he raised it to his lips and held her eyes as he kissed
it.

 


⊕

 


Jonathan walked her out to the lot at
the back of the Inn where she had parked her car. He himself had
walked all the way into the village from the guest house she
learned he lived in on his father’s estate. She offered to drive
him back but he said he preferred walking. She didn’t insist,
wondering if he had already transformed one of the rooms in his
house into a gym. She hadn’t seen his arms yet but she could feel
them beneath his coat and they were definitely not natural; a man
had to work hard for muscles like that. Every part of him except
his lips and his tongue felt hard as he pulled her to him and gave
her a proper goodbye kiss this time. She was afraid for an instant,
afraid his kiss might be too wet, too greedy, too selfish or, just
as bad, too hesitant, too insipid; there were too many ways a kiss
could disappoint. But the second his mouth opened against hers she
knew her worries were completely unjustified. She slipped her hands
up his chest and clutched the back of his neck with one hand while
hungrily caressing his roughly smooth skull with the other. His
arms tightened around her waist but their coats remained
frustrating barriers. She wasn’t remotely ready to let go of him
when he pulled away, ignoring her moan of protest.

“Go now,” he said almost
angrily.

“But when-”

He cut her short by cradling her face
with one hand and pressing his thumb against her lips. “Soon.” He
wasn’t wearing gloves and he stared intently into her eyes as she
sucked on him hungrily.

As he left her, she savored how
slightly rough and salty his skin had tasted. Apparently, walking
across unforgiving expanses of desert had trained him to use his
long legs with maximum efficiency—he looked perfectly relaxed and
yet he disappeared from view almost immediately.

Her hand was trembling from
a debilitating combination of disappointment and anticipation as
she reached into her black leather purse for her car keys. She
encountered an unexpected barrier. She examined the inside of her
handbag, unable to make sense of the stiff white envelope dividing
its contents. She had not
put that there herself.

As usual, her heart beat
her brain to the punch—the man she had run into, accidentally she
had believed, must have slipped this letter into her purse. It
didn’t make sense. Nothing about the encounter had made sense in
the way she understood it. But the stiff white paper in her purse
was clearly there, and whether or not she had imagined anything
else she had experienced in that dark and narrow corridor she
was not imagining
this. Right before leaving the house, she had transferred all her
vital statistics and possessions from the handbag she had taken to
Chelmsford into this one and it had been in her possession the
entire time. There was no question about it, the man she thought
she had heard herself call “my lord” must have slipped this letter
into her purse. Remembering the experience, she saw herself in her
mind’s eyes pinned like a butterfly against the wall by his
penetrating stare. What she had seen in his eyes were like images
in a dream now, easy to doubt, to relegate to fantasy.

She clutched her keys, got
in the car, and set her purse as far away from her on the passenger
seat as possible. Once she began driving, it was too late, she was
obliged to wait until she got home to open the envelope and see
what lay inside, if anything. The suspense was going to kill her,
it was like the point of a knife pressing more and more painfully
against her heart ready to stab her with disappointment if there
turned out to be nothing at all in the envelope. There was nothing
written on either side of it, it could conceivably be empty. But
she had suffered the same fear about Jonathan’s kiss, that it might
leave her feeling empty if it wasn’t just right. No, she
knew there was a letter
in the envelope and that it was going to have a profound effect on
her life whether she liked it or not.

Fortunately, she didn’t run into
anyone on the way up to her room. Whispers was sleeping on her bed,
curled up into a little black ball so that only her faux diamond
collar and pointed ears gave away the location of her neck and
head.

With a preternatural calm—that made
her feel like an actress on a stage obeying the blocking assigned
to her by an unseen director—she slipped the envelope out of her
purse. Armed with a silver letter opener, she seated herself on the
edge of the divan Aapti had reclined across that morning. The
envelope was sealed closed by a circle of dark-red wax imprinted
with a form of the Welsh dragon. She sliced it open at the top,
leaving the seal unbroken, and extracted a single folded sheet of
firm, expensive, cream-colored paper covered on one side in a
flowing black cursive:

 


Dear Audrey,

 


First let me say that I
have missed you every second of every day. It has also been my
abiding hope you would one day find it in your heart to forgive me
for abandoning you as I did. My reason for doing so, and for
continuing to stay away, is compelling. I realize my letter must
come as a great shock to you, but I must share with you what you
might think of as my “excuse”. Please, whatever you do, do
not tell anyone,
especially your father. I can never expect to receive the blessing
of his forgiveness. The man to whom I entrusted this letter will
bring you to me. Forgive me, my love, but I can’t tell you where I
am although I can give you a clue—I’m not very far from you at all.
I trust you to keep my secret, Audrey. When we meet you’ll
understand everything and be able to judge for yourself if the
choice I made was worth the pain I’ve caused my family. I know it’s
impossible for you to believe, yet, that there can be any
justifiable reason for hurting those you love, but I know there is,
if it means giving at least one of them everything they can
possibly desire. Please come to me, my baby! You won’t regret
it.
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