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The Lady at the Pool




 


I raised my eyes and she was
there—

An angel of the morning
light;

Of body bronzed and sun-kissed
hair.

A vision at the pool.

 


I spoke to her; she answered
me,

And oh, her smile gave such
delight

And thus I thought of spirit
free

And running waters
cool.

 


How could I know about her
pain…

So buried out of human
sight?

Or that the loss would be my
gain?

Or was I just a fool?

 


She dined with me, we shared our
minds

Enchanted, prayed for, magic
night.

One of life’s ecstatic
finds:

My lady of the pool.

 


We danced the water, she and
I.

We danced in thought; I held her
tight.

We danced the hours ’til dawn was
night,

Her flesh so silken
cool.

 


 


She’s gone from me— light years
away…

My heart and mind and logic
fight:

Will she come back to me to
stay…

Or am I just a fool?

 


 


 


Running Scared




 


Dragonfly moonbeams I’ll bring to you

Fairy-cake mountains of indigo blue

Pop-up pianos and pitchers of dew

And I’ll also bring to you my heart.

 


 


He had no idea where he was.

Equally disturbing, he had no conception of how he
had got there.

He was just there.

And this woman was with him; this stranger.

She was incredibly attractive— no doubt about
that.

But who was she? And why did she seem so interested
in him?

It wasn’t as if he was remarkable at all. Just an
average sort of Joe, he had always thought.

Not even average— the deep scar on his cheek, a
legacy of a shrapnel wound during his tour of duty in Afghanistan—
had left his eye markedly bulging; unappealing to even the least
discriminating female, surely?

So why was she so openly flirting with him?

Not that he minded in the least; it was very welcome
after the many years he had been on his own.

But it was all so… surreal, somehow…

“Would you like something to
drink?” she asked. “I’m sorry! I don’t know your name… Isn’t that
funny?” She ended with a lovely feminine chuckle. “What is your
name? I’m Zenobia.”

He smiled at the beautiful girl. “That’s an
enchanting name. I’m Shane.” Then, after a moment, he added, “Shane
Curtain. What is this place? Where are we?” He looked at the vast,
mansion-like façade before them.

The stranger ignored his queries, drawing him down
next to her on the bench, indicating the tray of tea, coffee,
sandwiches and biscuits set on the ornate wrought iron table.

The sunshine, filtered by the vine growth over the
pergola, fell across the patio in dappled patches of light and
shade. In the full glare of day, he realised, it would be hot, but
where they now sat, it was pleasantly ambient, a slight breeze
cooling them.

Shane momentarily considered asking for clarification
on his whereabouts again, but was distracted by the girl’s hand on
his shoulder. He felt the gentle touch through the denim of his
shirt, and wondered at his reaction to it. Something like a mild
electric shock shivered down his arm and into his chest.

Hey, little Zen! Careful! Unless you fancy being
molested amongst the teacups and anchovy tasties!

He drew in a breath and busied himself pouring for
both of them. “Quite a spread!” He smiled at her, passing a cup.
“Sugar?”

She gave a slight shake of her golden hair and
selected a chocolate biscuit.

He watched the perfect white teeth sink into it, the
crumbs from the inner core exploding like a tiny fountain against
her moist lips before magically disappearing as her mouth closed
over the morsel. She was glancing towards the sky, and her eyes
seemed for the instant filled with sunlight, her hair falling
across her forehead in a silken curtain. There was a curious scar
on her right temple, which added to her appeal, rather than
detracted from it. Shane thought he had never seen anyone so
alluring in his life. She certainly was a looker.

But who was she? And what was he doing here? Was this
some crazy dream? Some wonderful dream? Shane wasn’t used to sweet
dreams. Nightmares were more his style. Not surprising after what
he’d seen in Helmund Province, he supposed. Not really…

“Do you live here, Zenobia?” Shane
asked. “Your family…?”

She gave a short, derisive laugh. “No, of course
not!”

Of course not? It had seemed to him a pretty
reasonable question, actually. Why would she be offering him
refreshments if she was a visitor? She seemed right at home here.
Oh well, obviously he had the wrong end of the stick… So who the
hell was she, then? And where the hell were they?

An overwhelming sense of unreality gripped him, and
the panic he had sensed many times, in the early moments of a
battle contact, assailed him. He looked at her in confusion, but
her cool serenity and disarming smile soon overcame any notion that
she felt any antagonism towards his query.

And indeed, a moment later, she was doing the
unthinkable. She had leant towards him, her arm going around his
neck, her face close to his, her breath warm on his cheek… and they
were kissing.

It took him moments to realise the full impact of the
bizarre situation. Here he was, in a place that was completely
alien to him, unaware of just how or why he had come to be there…
kissing a total stranger— but oh— did it not feel so good?

Revelling in the moment— lost in the moist softness
of her femininity— Shane surrendered himself to her embrace. What
an unfamiliar, yet amazingly reminiscent and remembered intimacy
this was! This was Adam and Eve prior to the fall. Samson and
Delilah before the final betrayal. Awed by his good fortune, he
found himself exploring her lithe form with eager hands, groping in
half-remembered gestures. How long had it been? An eternity. A
veritable eon since he’d held a woman this way.

Their mouths parted, their breath coming in short,
sharp gasps, their eyes locked in an embrace to match their
physical bonding. She was smiling gently, an almost palpable
knowing?— in her gaze. Now why had he thought that, he
wondered.

What did that mean?

Was he being wise here?

Was she after something from him?

He was a freak, almost— an ogre, with his bulging eye
and ravaged face. Did it make sense a sex kitten like this should…
actually like him; want him?

Something was wrong here.

Everything was wrong here. The place; the situation;
the improbability of it all, damn it!

Shane wrenched his eyes from hers and studied the
mausoleum-like building in front of them.

Stark. Stolid. Forbidding.

Surreal.

That was the word that best described this place,
this girl, this crazy scenario… surreal.

It had to be a dream.

Had to be…

Yet the sweet taste of her mouth seemed real enough.
The afterglow of their half-spent lust seemed real enough. So did
the tea spread, and the hardness of the bench under his buttocks.
They all seemed real enough…

“Kiss me again, Shane Curtain!” she
whispered into his ear.

As she opened her mouth to his, an almost inaudible
sigh of pleasure escaped as their eager tongues met.

 


* * *

 


He awoke to the feather comfort of the huge bed.

It was near dawn, for the sky beyond the window
sashes was purple-orange glowing with faint light.

Shane half recalled their night of love; half
remembered the exquisite passion, the delight of their shared
ecstasy.

However, he did not have time to dwell on it, or
savour its wonder.

Something was happening… something unpleasant.

Zenobia was kneeling on the mattress next to him,
carefully working… on him!

The scalpel glinted once in the half-light as she
made another incision— in his chest, he realised, with shocked
wonder.

What on earth was she trying to do?

With the reactions of a trained militiaman, he
grabbed her wrist and twisted it hard, watching the cruel
instrument fall from her grasp as she cried out in pain. He knew
that had he not woken up with such alacrity, she might have
inflicted more damage than she had. As it was, the V-shaped slash
she had already achieved was bleeding copiously onto the starched
white bed linen.

“What the bloody hell…?” he snarled
at her, his grip on her wrist threatening to snap the delicate
bones. Shane gestured despairingly at his wound. “What the hell is
this? Are you completely nuts?”

Zenobia met his eyes without wavering. “I was putting
my mark on you. Like a brand.”

“Brand! Bloody hell, woman! Do you
think I’m a bull, or something?”

She gave a small laugh. “You certainly could be!” she
stated with meaning. “It’s just a little star!”

“A… Yeah, and I bet it’s a
five-pointed one!” he spat.

Staunching the blood flow with a pillow, he glared up
at her, trying to avoid the immediate vista of bare, heaving
breasts. “Well, you can keep your star brands to yourself, lady!
I’m not up for ownership— by anybody!” He lunged out of bed and
sought his scants and trousers in the dishevelled tangle of clothes
on the floor, awkwardly pressing the stained pillow to his damaged
flesh.

“I’m out of here!” He fumed as he
dressed. “Which way is the exit?”

She smiled at him; a broader, more confident one this
time.

“There isn’t one,” she told him
flatly. “No exit.”

“Oh balls! There has to be! You are
nuts, lady. Looney-tuned stark raving!”

Her face darkened. “Yeah? Is that right? We’ll
see.”

She got off the bed and left the room, her delicious
naked buttocks swaying seductively.

 


* * *

 


Zenobia returned just as he finished dressing.

In her double grip was 9mm pistol.

She pointed it at him and released the safety
catch.

Instinctively, Shane dived behind the bed, just as
the weapon roared out its opening salvo. A chunk of wall plaster
near his head detached itself and showered particles into his
hair.

“Shit! Woman! Are you
insane?”

Blam!

The mattress edge at his waist level parted and the
shot slammed into the wall behind him.

He saw her moving around the end of the bed to get a
clear shot.

Using all his strength, he pulled the mattress off
the bed and covered himself, his feet braced against it as he
rolled onto his back.

Blam!

The mattress shook in his grasp, and he wondered if
he had been hit. The bitch!

Shane straightened his knees, launching the mattress
upward and towards where he knew she should be standing. He
followed immediately, rolling expertly to his feet and thrusting
forward at her with all his might.

Zenobia fell backwards under the combined force of
man and mattress, and Shane wrested the gun from her grasp, quickly
ejecting the chamber round and jettisoning the rounds from the
magazine. He placed them in separate pockets of his jacket and
slapped the woman hard across her face twice.

She winced, but did not cry out, and it was at that
moment that the full impact of his peril sank home.

This bitch is lethal, he told himself. Let me get the
hell away from her!

Shane wrenched the bedroom door open, stepped into
the passage, and slammed the door behind him, searching in vain for
a key. There was, however, a huge Dutch dresser in the hallway, and
he shoved it across the doorway. The door itself opened inwards, so
Zenobia wouldn’t battle to open it. But the dresser might cause her
enough delay so he could get far away from her if she decided to
follow him.

Turning, he almost ran down the long corridor.

At its end, there was a T-junction, with two more
walkways going off to the left and right. The right-hand one seemed
shorter, and there was a door at its end. He chose that, because
perhaps the door could be locked from the other side, and that
would give his erstwhile lover another barrier to get through.

With a huge sense of relief, he found this to be the
case, and carefully locking the door after entering it, he turned
to discover what lay ahead.

The room was massive, obviously some kind of grand
parlour, for it contained couches and sofas and easy chairs, with
heavily embossed side stools and a central coffee table on a plush
oriental rug. There was seating here for at least two dozen people.
How the other half lived!

There were four more doors leading off this chamber,
all closed. Trying the closest one, Shane discovered it was locked.
The second was a cloak cupboard. The third led to a dining area
with no other doors. He checked the windows, but they were heavily
barred, just as those of the bedroom had been. Evidently whoever
owned this God-forsaken place was big on security.

Strangely, there didn’t seem to be much of a view
from either the lounge or dining room windows, either. Just heavily
packed nondescript vegetation, a few feet away from each sill.
Shane would hate to live in such a place. Windows, surely, were
there to provide a view, and fresh air. The outside plant growth
was so tall he couldn’t see the sky, and it seemed to negate the
passage of fresh air completely. What a hole!

The fourth door of the lounge opened onto another
anteroom with three more doors of its own. But when Shane opened
the first one, he discovered the other side had been bricked up. He
stared at the bare bricks for a moment, before pushing against the
wall with one hand. It was solid. He shut the door and tried the
next. Same story.

“Well, I guess that just leaves
you,” he told the third door, at once feeling foolish, but at the
same time anxious, because, if this one was also blocked, he would
have no alternative but to retrace his steps. And backtracking
meant ever closer to Zenobia the Amazon. And he wanted that like he
wanted a hole in the head.

Slowly, he eased the third door ajar.

An amazing sight greeted him— a vast indoor swimming
pool area, complete with sunroof, spacious patio with recliners, a
smorgasbord, sauna, full-sized snooker table, table tennis,
volleyball court, surround sound stereo, giant-screen television,
bar, massage tables, even a squash court in one corner. The pool
itself must have been fifty metres long and twenty-five wide— a
veritable monster as far as private pools went.

A stairway led off to one side, discreetly signposted
‘East Wing Suites’— the VIP bedrooms, no doubt. But Shane had no
inclination to explore the upper floors. The sooner he found an
exit on this ground floor level, the better he’d like it.

There isn’t one. No exit.

Zenobia’s words echoed in his ears. He forced the
thought out of his mind.

East Wing— didn’t that infer an end of the building?
If there was an end, there must be an exit… mustn’t there?

Shane tried to visualise the east wing. It must run
to the far end of the pool, surely?

With some sense of purpose at last, he strode swiftly
along the pool’s edge and looked for doorways in the wall at the
end of the enormous hall.

There was just a reinforced glass wall; smoked glass,
so he had no idea what was on the other side of it. He considered
trying to smash his way through with one of the chairs, but he
guessed there must be some sort of alarm system, and he didn’t want
to draw attention to himself.

No, he had to use caution. He looked for any sign of
sliding doors on the outer edge of the pool, but it was flanked by
a decorative wall for its entire length. The skylights, it seemed,
were the only means of natural illumination.

And there was precious little of that, reflected
Shane morosely. It must be overcast outside, he assumed, because he
realised he was in semi-darkness. In fact, when he thought back,
most of his journey through this morgue had been negotiated in a
gloomy half light, penetrating the barred windows through the dense
vegetation outside. It was a depressing and dismal building, and so
far, he hadn’t seen an electric light burning anywhere.

He shivered, and turned to inspect the other side of
the pool, where he had read the sign on the staircase. Surely there
would be an entranceway there.

However, his peripheral vision caught a movement on
the pool’s surface, and he wheeled back to see what it was.

Zenobia was floating on her back. She was naked, and
she smiled up at him as her golden hair fanned out around her
face.

Aghast, Shane staggered back against a recliner, half
tripping, and, by the time he had recovered his balance, the pool
was empty.

You are a wonderful lover, Shane Curtain!

“Yeah, right.” That’s why you
carved up my chest and took pot shots at me, right?

Where the hell has she gone?

No! I was imagining it! Look! Nothing there. Just
your imagination, Curtain. Get on with the job, man!

He turned back to the wall, moving swiftly along it,
until he found… a door!

Yes! He shoved it open and stepped through, slamming
it behind him, hoping for a key, but finding none. He discovered a
massive kitchen, with ranges in the centre, and enough workspace
and pots and pans hanging from hooks to cater to a baronial feast.
There were ranks of fluorescent ceiling lights, but they were
unlit, and the room was as bleak as any he had encountered so far.
It was eerie, reminding him of a morgue readied for the next
autopsy.

Shane moved to a doorway at the far side, and went
into a wide access chamber with no windows. It was so dark that he
could scarcely see, but he reasoned that a kitchen was generally
situated on the outer edge of a building, and pushed eagerly ahead,
searching for a possible garden exit.

The only other door led into a mirrored passage.
Filtered artificial light cast a glow, which reflected cosily back
from the smoky art décor glass. A plush red carpet muffled his
footfalls, and Shane held to the hope he had discovered one of the
outside entrances to the house. Why else would there be a red
carpet?

But suddenly he stopped, confused. He had seen
someone— further down the passage. Then he gave a low laugh. It was
a reflection of himself, surely? He moved to the right and then the
left, and sure enough, the stranger mimicked him. Shane strode
forward to make sure, and his double came obediently towards him,
until they were close enough to shake hands.

He was now at a T-junction, with a similar passage
cutting across his. He had seen his image in the far wall of this
new walkway.

Off to his right, something else caught his
attention.

Another movement.

This one definitely wasn’t his reflection.

 


* * *

 


Zenobia!

No! Not possible!

But it was her.

Still naked, a small smile playing at the corners of
her lovely lips, she was watching him… just watching him. She must
have been about fifteen metres away, indistinct in the
multi-reflecting surfaces of the junction.

“Come and play with me, Shane
Curtain.”

Her voice!

He turned away from her, staggering in the opposite
direction, glancing frantically over his shoulder towards where he
had seen her.

But she was gone again.

Yet another passage joined the one he was now in. He
tried to orient himself, guessing which way to go; edging towards
what he considered the outer walls of this crazy building. He
turned into the left fork, and wished he could get away from the
endlessly reflected images of himself, marching with him on both
sides like a manic army. Trying not to notice his silent
companions, he moved forward at a fast pace.

Before he knew it, he was surrounded.

Surrounded by thousands of his own likeness.
Seemingly millions of them…

He was so shocked that he inadvertently cried out.
Then he realised what had happened. He had walked into a well-lit,
round hall, completely lined with mirrors. And he was seeing
himself reflected ad infinitum… ad nauseam.

Every time he made a move, the multitude moved with
him. He stepped forward slightly and twisted on his heel, watching
in fascination and dread at the pirouetting puppets.

And then he let out a solid curse.

What an imbecilic thing to do! He had now lost the
entrance to the passage he had emerged from. He looked around like
a helpless child. What if this was a maze? What if he was trapped
in here?

There isn’t one. No exit.

“Oh God, no!” he whispered.
“Please, God! Let me think clearly!”

 


* * *

 


He had found his way out of the mind-bending place by
the simple expedient of keeping his left hand on the wall as he
walked— half ran— taking each left hand turn that he came to. And
after an eternity, he emerged into a greenhouse.

Once, during that frantic flight from his million
selves, he had imagined he had spotted Zenobia’s magnificently
reflected body. She had been wide mouthed, laughing openly at his
seemingly vain efforts to free himself from the grip of the
maze.

There is… no exit…

But there had been, hadn’t there? Here he was in the
greenhouse, which must surely be either detached from the
Hell-house itself, or an outer annex, from which there would
certainly be an exit to the garden. There had to be…

And there it was!

It was locked tight, but that wasn’t going to stop
the desperate man now.

He picked up a spade from a rack nearby and smashed
the glass of the doorway until he could squeeze his way out.

The sweet, sweet aroma of the outside air arrested
him, and he gulped down huge lungfuls of the stuff, before moving
forward into the high undergrowth flanking the greenhouse. It was
like the Brazilian jungle; thick and fecund and damp.

But it thinned out after about twenty metres, and he
discovered a wide patio with a Japanese pagoda standing like a
private shrine at its centre. There were birdcages hanging from the
pointed protrusions of the pagoda roof, and Shane glanced curiously
at them. There were live birds in each ornate cage, but he had
never seen any of the type. Similar in size and shape to a small
parakeet, there was yet something strange and sinister about their
faces. They had parrot-like beaks, but their visages were leonine,
fierce and aggressive.

As he got within a metre or so of the closest cage,
the four or five avians ensconced there glared at him with what
seemed pure venom. He was about to turn away and continue his
escape from this insane property, when he saw the biggest
lion-faced parrot puff itself up and give out what Shane could have
sworn was a lioness roar— not as loud, naturally, but the same kind
of deep-throated, chuffing snarl.

Feeling foolish, yet not unafraid of the birds’
projected hatred, he stumbled hastily away, leaving the patio area
and heading across an adjoining field with untended grass, which
reached his knees.

There was an occasional tree in the meadow, and a
grove of weeping willows some two hundred metres away. He guessed
there could be a river or stream there— hopefully the boundary of
this patch of Hades.

As he was about to begin relaxing somewhat, Shane
suddenly heard a rushing sound right next to his head, and
immediately felt a sharp sting on his cheek. He caught a fleeting
glimpse of one of the strange parakeets, shooting back into the air
above him, and away again, in the direction of the mansion. He put
his right palm to his face and drew it away smeared with bright
crimson blood.

“Bastard!” he screamed
ineffectually after his attacker, and brushed at the torrent with
his shoulder, noting the dark smudge on his shirt. “Shit!” he
muttered, and started on his way again.

Moments later, the bird came back— no, this one had
more yellow in him— and as Shane ducked to avoid him, he felt
another sharp stab, this time on his right forearm. For a crazy
second, he saw the deep gash, almost down to the bone, white and
fresh, before the blood welled up in it and actually spurted out of
the wound, staining his khaki longs.

Not wasting his breath on profanities this time,
Shane headed for the trees, hoping to gain the stream, if it
existed, before any more of the birds escaped their confines. Was
someone letting them out? Zenobia?

The vicious pecks were certainly painful. And he
couldn’t believe how much blood was coming out.

He endured three more attacks before he gained the
grove of willow trees. One of the curved scimitar beaks had ripped
a slash in his neck, which simply gushed a stream of vermillion,
and Shane found himself pressing his hand hard against it, hoping
it wasn’t a main vessel— the jugular, perhaps.

 


* * *

 


It was a stream whose banks the willows caressed.

But the sight that met Shane’s expectant gaze as he
reached the water was anything, but comforting.

Oh yes, this might well be the property’s border all
right— in fact, it seemed evident. Yet, it was the boundary wall on
the far side of the watercourse that filled him with trepidation.
It must have been fifteen feet tall— and it was topped with metal
sharks’ teeth-type spikes. Whatever was on this piece of land was
evidently meant to stay here.

Shane stopped dead, crestfallen. He leant his weight
against one of the willow trunks and lit a cigarette.

No exit!

Damn that bitch Zenobia! Perhaps she had been right
after all.

 


* * *

 


As he crushed the butt of his cigarette beneath his
boot heel, there was an excited chattering above his head.

The following moment, he was enveloped in lithe,
excited bodies.

Hairy bodies, with sharp, gnashing teeth.

Monkeys.

They were swarming all over him, screaming in frantic
agitation, biting him whenever they got near enough to his
flesh.

They’re going to kill me, he thought despairingly.
But then he began to fight back; punching and kicking and tearing
with his nails and even his teeth; biting down into furry flesh and
shaking his head like an infuriated hound.

At last the whole band retreated back into the tree,
still chattering in their fury, but subdued by the superior
strength and vitriol of their erstwhile victim.

Shane hurriedly made his way upstream, stopping at
last in exhaustion to survey his damaged body. If he had been
attacked by savages with bush knives, he might have hoped for a
better outcome. He seemed to be bleeding from just about every part
of his frame, except where his boots covered his feet and ankles.
But even these were soaked in it, and he could have sworn it was
overflowing the openings, where his socks emerged.

“Bloody hell!” gasped Shane,
wondering how much longer he could stay on his feet with such blood
loss. He sat on the grass to preserve energy, and considered his
options.

 


* * *

 


Perhaps he had fallen asleep. More likely, he
thought, he had fainted from blood loss. He was shaking
uncontrollably.

However, there was no time to think of that now.

He recognised the beast skulking in the thick grass,
not five metres away.

But a hyena— here? Impossible! They only lived in
Africa— didn’t they?

Some sadist must have illegally imported the
thing.

And then he saw the second one. A third…

He leapt to his feet, and the cowardly slope-backed
animals scuttled away sideways, crablike, snuffling laughter
accompanying their retreat.

Shane knew that it wouldn’t take long for them to
summon up their collective courage— he had seen a horrifying
documentary on TV about the enmity of lions and hyenas. In numbers,
these beasts could take down a fully grown male lion. With their
jaws, hyenas could exert a ton of pressure.

There was the possibility of using the pistol he’d
taken from Zenobia. But he doubted its efficacy on three such
rugged animals, unless he got a heart shot at each; hardly likely,
shaken as he was.

Shane thought fast. He was actually surprised at his
acuity, considering the state he was in.

Fire!

He groped for his lighter— he knew there had been a
reason he hadn’t yet quit the weed— and looked for a clump of dry
grass. The hyenas, naturally curious creatures, edged closer. But
they backed away again as the flames caught.

Shane stood as close to the rising blaze as he could,
only giving territory away as the flames spread, fanned by a slight
breeze, which, thank God, was blowing towards the stream. It seemed
to Shane his first stroke of luck since finding himself in this
bleak place.

Six-foot-high flames were now eating up the meadow,
and Shane was hard pressed to stagger ahead of them to the stream.
Reaching it, he waded awkwardly across to the other bank, safe now
from the raging fire.

Now to get over the wall. That would be another
story, he knew.

He looked for a tree, which might afford access to
the top. There was one possibility, a couple of hundred metres
upstream and he started toward it, wondering where the hyenas had
got to; not dwelling on the thought too long.

He reached the tree and summoned the strength for the
climb.

It took everything he had to get up to the top
branches, and he was wary of a limb simply snapping under his
weight and hurling him to the ground. The climb restarted his
bleeding in a dozen places, and he was feeling decidedly light
headed by the time he was anywhere near the top of the wall.

Even worse, there was a gap of about three feet at
the closest point that he could risk the crossing.

He unbuckled his thick leather belt, looped it back
through the buckle, and leant dangerously out to hook the loop over
one of the sharks-teeth projections.

Testing its hold and the strength of the metal spike,
he sent up a silent prayer and launched himself from the tree
branch.

Miraculously, he made it, grabbing onto the cruel
spikes with hands, which were beyond pain. He dragged himself onto
the top of the wall, trying to avoid impaling himself, nevertheless
inflicting savage incisions into his hands and torso.

Just the fifteen foot drop now…

 


* * *

 


Shane Curtain woke up in a hospital bed.

When, after three days, he was in a position to
understand what had happened, he listened in amazement. If not for
his starting the fire, he would probably have died there, under the
wall. A neighbouring farmer, investigating the blaze, had found
him, looking like the survivor of a bomb blast, with a badly
fractured leg, to boot.

So fierce was the blaze, the farmer told him, that it
completely destroyed the old manor house— and good riddance, the
man’s tone inferred.

“Was anyone hurt?” asked Shane, not
wishing to voice his undeserved concern for Zenobia.

“Oh, nobody has lived in that place
for years now,” the farmer assured him.

Shane gave a slight frown. “Really? Are you sure of
that, Mr. Jones?”

The old man looked thoughtful, then said, “You know,
it’s funny you should ask me that…” He shuffled his feet, looking
at the polished floor.

“Why?” prompted the younger
man.

Who fed those infernal birds?

Why were the lights in the maze on?

And who is Zenobia…?

The questions filled Shane’s mind, demanding
answers.

“Why?”

The farmer straightened up with a resolved look in
his eye. He cleared his throat. “Well, it’s just that once, when I
was looking for one of my sheep that had got itself lost… I went
onto the manor grounds, like… And there was a young lady… a
squatter, like… living in that old place all by herself. I had tea
with her…. Quite lovely, she was.”

Jones looked away, as if not wishing to continue.
Then he sighed, and began again.

“But she shot herself, not many
weeks later; right through the temple.”

The scar?

The gun I confiscated?

The farmer sighed once more. “She said her name was…
Zelda… no! Zenobia…. A very strange girl, she was…”

 


 


 


 The Other

 


 


Binocular mermaids and spices from Crete

Sailing ships purple and ducks with three feet

Veracity proofs of Delilah’s deceit

But I’ll bring to you also my heart.

 


 


When I first started the job, I thought it was the
answer to my prayers.

At last, I would be out of London; it was a permanent
live-in position, and best of all, I would be on a monthly rota of
three weeks working with one week off. To my week off, too, I could
add a few days of the twenty-six annual leave days. So, in effect,
I could afford to take an average of nine days a month off, travel
wherever I chose, and in reality have thirteen holidays per
year.

The salary was basic, but when I considered I would
not be paying rent, council tax, electricity, gas, water, or
transport, plus have free food, the picture began to get very rosy
indeed. In effect, my salary was pocket money and travel
expenses.

I had done care work in southern London for about
eighteen months already. My main service user had been a
forty-something paraplegic, with a very sharp brain and loads of
energy and enthusiasm for life. So care work was by no means
foreign to me, and although my new client was also a wheelchair
user, I was looking forward to starting work with her.

Annalee van Olsen came as a bit of a shock to me when
I first met her, it must be said. She had multiple sclerosis or MS.
Her left leg, as she sat in her mean wheelchair, waiting to meet
me, was so badly affected by the disease her knee was almost
touching her chin. I was horrified, but I think I managed to hide
my reaction, as she gave me the most charming smile and welcomed me
into her home.

“Hello!” she greeted me heartily,
in her thick Dutch accent. “Another South African, ja?”

“That’s right,” I agreed, uncertain
if being South African was a good or bad thing in her
estimation.

“Mitzy’s also from there!” She
waved airily towards the present incumbent of the post, and I
wondered if I had heard correctly. The man’s name was Richard, so
where did she get Mitzy from? A bit strange, I thought, but all
would be revealed in time, no doubt.

I was there to do a half-day introductory ‘shadowing’
of the outgoing carer, learning the daily routine and likes and
dislikes of the unfortunate lady. To my surprise, Annalee proved to
be a most engaging lady with a sharp sense of humour, and by the
time I left, I was really looking forward to moving in the
following week.

She had a lovely flat on the outskirts of Guildford,
and as Annalee’s bed was in the lounge, my room would be the big
master bedroom. There was another bedroom at the back, next to a
bright and spacious bathroom, with the large, well fitted kitchen
adjacent. The apartment block was surrounded by a lovely garden
with rolling lawns, well tended flowerbeds, and graceful trees
sheltering a myriad of birds and even a number of squirrels.

It was the perfect setting, and although I knew
twenty-one days work in a row was going to be demanding, I was
nevertheless looking forward to starting the job.

The hours were long— 7:30 a.m. to 10 p.m.— but even
this was softened somewhat by a rest break of two hours from two to
four in the afternoon. And if the job got tiring, at least I could
look forward to a nine- or ten-day break on the Costa del Sol,
Egypt, or Malta. Twenty-one days would go by in a flash.

It started very well.

It was not rocket science. There was a routine
involved, which I soon got a grip on. Setting my alarm for 7 a.m.,
I would ease into the day with a morning cup of tea for us both. At
this stage, Annalee could not drink very well by herself, and I
would hold the beaker for her, whilst she sipped from a plastic
straw. Being Dutch, she liked a slice of Dutch ‘koek’, or fruit
cake liberally smeared with butter. I wondered how she kept as trim
as she did, with that much butter and amazingly healthy appetite.
But she was a small woman, and petite, which I was grateful for, as
my previous service user would have stood six-foot tall if he
could, and must have weighed at least eighty kilograms, which
didn’t make for easy handling and turning in bed.

After tea, and morning medication, I would feed the
fish— three of them— go for a bath, and get dressed. I would then
feed Annalee her breakfast of muesli, clementines and yoghurt,
which would bring us to around 8:30.

Time for morning exercises…

After a day or two in my new job, I had determined I
would do my utmost to get Annalee better. I introduced a morning
exercise regime to straighten her legs. With great care not to
inflict pain, I spent about half an hour gently pulling her legs as
straight as possible, using pressure on both sides of the knee to
do so.

Amazingly, this passive physiotherapy seemed to help
almost immediately. Within a week or two, I could get the back of
her knees to touch the mattress, and I was well satisfied with the
progress made.

Not only that, but she was now able to sit in her
wheelchair without looking too far out of the ordinary, her left
knee now only half bent, and reaching to around her midriff
area.

Straight after the exercises, which were more than
physically demanding on both of us, I would make us some coffee.
The flat was on the ground floor, with a convenient balcony, on
which I could enjoy a cigarette and drink my coffee whilst hers
cooled down.

Next on the agenda was a bed bath. And with my
hostess chattering on about nothing in particular, I would get her
clean from head to toe in about twenty minutes, she washing the
pubic area with a ‘washandjie’, another weird, but very effective
Dutch invention, according to her, and basically a towelling
mitten, which fits snugly over the hand.

“We must get some washandjies,” she
told me brightly, soon after my arrival.

When I looked mystified as to what a washandjie might
be, she phoned her octogenarian aunt in Amsterdam, and demanded the
aged lady go out in search of washandjies, as they were an unknown
treasure to the English. And, when the washandjies hadn’t arrived
when my lady thought they should have, it was clear to her some
dishonourable postal worker— a British postal worker— had stolen
the washandjies. As it turned out, the forgetful aunt had not even
been shopping for the items yet. The washandjies— a vivid and
patriotic orange— arrived about a week later.

Bath time complete, I was unsuspectingly conned, as a
new carer, into a daily visit to the ‘koffee shop’. In time, I was
to come to dread any mention of the koffee shop, but having just
started in the position, I thought a daily visit to the koffee shop
was totally legitimate.

On one of the first such sorties, Annalee insisted on
chatting to a young man on crutches, whom I took to be some friend
of hers from a disabled association, such as a community workshop
or some such. As it turned out, this was her twenty-five-year-old
son, who, incredibly, had cerebral palsy. One family member with a
debilitating disease seemed tragic enough— but two of them? What
were the chances of the son getting an entirely different problem?
Sometimes, I thought, life just doesn’t seem right.

The daily routine would continue by returning on the
bus to the flat and getting Annalee back on the bed for her lunch.
To move her between wheelchair and bed, and vice versa, was not an
easy task.

It required the use of a hoist and sling. The chair
was necessarily narrow, to allow entrance to the flat and
especially the lounge, which had tricky corners to the doorway.
This narrowness of the chair made it extremely difficult to insert
the sling under her enough to lift her safely with the hoist.

To make matters worse, Annalee, at the start of my
stint with her, would insist on drinking wine at mid-morning, and
this would make her tired enough to sag deadweight in her chair.
This made getting the sling under her almost impossible, and there
were times I was convinced she would simply fall straight through
the sling and crash onto the floor.

Lunch over, it would be getting close to two in the
afternoon, and I would go gratefully to my room for a two-hour
siesta.

Two hours if I was lucky.

“Telefoon!”

Yeah, like I can’t hear it!

It would usually be a telesales person— they seem to
keep the two-to-four slot in the afternoon especially for this
purpose; to destroy any potential post-luncheon nap the rest of
humanity might be lucky enough to enjoy. Or it would be a friend of
hers. Or the gardeners— another merciless group of sadists— would
start mowing the lawns. There was also a new block of flats being
built next door, and the reversing siren of the machinery would go
non-stop or hammering and banging would be reserved for just this
time slot.

However, the most likely disturbance would be Annalee
herself.

“Excuse me!” she would suddenly cry
out as I was drifting into innocent slumber.

She would want water, or her catheter bag checked, or
she would be having one of her delusions, on which I will expound
later.

Annalee would never use one’s name. It seemed to be
anathema to her. It was always, “Excuse me!”

A disturbed two hours later, I was back on duty. Tea
and cookie time. Black tea as opposed to the morning tea with milk
and sugar. ‘Koffee’ was black, no sugar. Each beverage was prepared
differently, according to the time of day. And there was ordinary
tea, Earl Grey tea, lemon tea, green tea, and twenty shades in
between.

And could this lady talk! There seemed to be no
stopping her.

Mostly, it was about her son, Wim, pronounced Vim—
like the detergent— and short for Willem, the Dutch equivalent of
William.

‘Wim did this’; ‘Wim thinks that’;
‘Wim wants to’; ‘kan u Wim bel’. (Can you phone Wim?)

No please. No thank you. Talk; talk; talk.

Even when I was out of the room, she would still
natter on.

My only surcease from this constant chatter were my
smoke breaks. When I started work there, I had cut down to about
ten a day. After six months, I was back up to twenty or twenty-five
per day.

With afternoon tea out of the way, it was time to
start preparing dinner. Usually, at the most critical moment, such
as getting the steaks just right, I would hear, “Excuse me!”

Risking it, I would nip through to the lounge to see
what she wanted.

“Kan u Wim bel?”

Poor Wim was phoned anything between five and fifteen
times a day, depending on Annalee’s concern for his welfare.

In the early evening, it was time for wine, and
Annalee had no trouble downing the equivalent of a glassful in
about twenty seconds. By the time dinner was ready, she would be
pie-eyed.

I would have to spoon-feed the dinner, as with all
meals, except perhaps sandwiches, which, if cut into bite-sized
chunks, she could manage on her own. This was a very drawn-out
process, feeding her. She would chew very slowly, and a mouthful
could take as long as three minutes to swallow. And the talking
didn’t stop whilst she was eating, either. The disgusting sight of
semi-masticated food will live with me forever.

As the generous quantities of wine merged with the
soporific effects of the meal, Annalee would become drowsy enough
to allow me to wash the dishes in peace. I would then have my
second cold beer of the evening, and with it, begin to relax
somewhat.

But I had to be careful how I moved, because Annalee
knew every creaking floorboard in the house, and would start into
wakefulness if I made a wrong move. She would either want something
done or, Heaven forbid, start talking again.

It must be said here that in the nearly two years I
have worked with this woman, I can’t remember one thing she has
said that could be deemed totally relevant or Earth changing. An
authority on every possible subject, I have yet to hear her
contribute anything, which the rational man would take
seriously.

With a lot of luck, Annalee would fall asleep by
about 9 p.m. But first she had to have her teeth brushed, take her
evening medication; I would have to change her into her nighty— a
flimsy vest-like garment, which astounds me with its resilience— it
must have been washed two or three hundred times and is worn every
night. She has two new ones, but won’t wear anything else, but this
ghastly lilac one. Face cream and adjusting the electric hospital
bed for the night. Closing the curtains, and making sure she is
warm and secure.

Then I might get the time to email my girlfriend in
Lithuania, or my son in Australia. By 10 p.m., I am shattered, have
four beers inside me, and am quite ready for bed. Fortunately, I
don’t often get disturbed by her during the night. I go for a last
cigarette in the back garden. Some evenings at around ten, the
family of foxes come out to play on the lawn, and they lift my
spirits.

Time to turn in.

One day closer to my holiday.

 


* * *

 


“Excuse me.”

It is 7 a.m.

She has timed the creaking floorboards to a tee—
again.

I am level with the lounge door, just becoming
visible to her as I try to make it to the bathroom to empty my
bursting bladder.

“Just wait, Annalee!”

Good grief! Here we go— again!

“Ja, maar…” (Yes, but…)

I will hear ‘ja, maar’ at least sixty times again
today.

Relief at the emptied bladder bringing a modicum of
joy to my day, I return to the lounge.

“Hello, Annalee. How’re
you?”

“Hello. How are you?”

Isn’t that what I asked you?

“Did you sleep well?”

“Did you sleep well?”

I know it’s going to be another long day.

 


* * *

 


Feed Freddie.

The other two fish died, thankfully. Between the
three of them, they could muck their water up in about a week.
Anyone who has cleaned a fish tank knows what a mission it can be.
I threatened many times to serve the three up as sushi, but Annalee
would always say, ‘nee, don’t doo dat’!

In Dutch, the negative ‘nee’ is pronounced like the
noise a horse makes. Like ‘ja, maar’, the word nee is an essential
admix to her standard vocabulary.

Coming from South Africa, I know the hybrid Afrikaans
language, which was developed by the Dutch settlers. So one would
suppose that understanding Dutch would come easily to me. But the
two tongues are poles apart. She can’t understand my Afrikaans, and
there is no way I can follow her Dutch, which she talks very often,
thinking she is speaking English.

“I don’t speak Dutch,
Annalee!”

“Ooh, ja! Maar…” Then she’ll revert
to English— for a few sentences.

It is actually very seldom that she completes a
sentence…

“You know!”— Another famous saying.
“You know, that woman…” She hates women. A young female carer of
hers ran off with her husband. “…That woman…”

“Which woman, Annalee?”

An airy wave of the hand. “That woman across the
road….”

I heave a sigh. ‘The woman across the road’ is one of
Annalee’s delusions. She and an equally fictitious ‘count’ who
‘lives upstairs’ are nefarious rogues in this neighbourhood, and
run anything from robbery syndicates to prostitute rings and drug
dealing.

Any delivery man innocently taking a parcel to a
neighbouring apartment is up to no good, carrying a new consignment
of LSD or crack cocaine, perhaps, or taking a suspect package to
one of the prostitutes. Annalee’s bed has a commanding view of the
front garden, and none of these criminal activities can escape her
ever watchful scrutiny of the lawns and parking area.

Yet as frustrating as these imaginary goings on might
be, there is nothing more infuriating than trying to make sense of
an unfinished sentence.

“Know what I…?” (Do you know what I
mean?)

“Annalee, you’re not finishing your
sentence.”

“Ja, maar…”

“Woman, you’re still
not.”

“Nee.”

And then, “Miskien kan u Wim bel…” (Perhaps you can
phone Wim…)

“You’re talking Dutch!”

“Nee, I’m not!”

Oh, God help me!

At this point, the wise course of action would be to
suddenly remember an urgent task and escape the room. But I have
discovered in this work that Wisdom does not reign.

Annalee does.

“I want to speak to
Wim.”

I look directly at her. “So what’s the magic
word?”

“Oh ja, please!” And always a touch
of sarcasm to the ‘please’.

“That’s better.” Wearily, I dial a
number I know I’ll remember until the day I die, and, wearily, I
wait to switch off again after ten or so rings. Wim hardly ever
answers the phone before nine in the morning. The telephone is a
loudspeaker model. It stays on the table, out of Annalee’s reach
because she has managed to break four telephones whilst I’ve been
here by dropping them on the floor. Every time I go out shopping by
myself, and she is to stay in bed, she asks me to put the phone on
the bed next to her. But I insist it stays where it is because of
her past indiscretions. Invariably, there is a five-minute argument
about this, just as I’m about to leave, and more times than I care
to remember, I have missed the bus by seconds and had to wait
twenty minutes for the next one.

Always, she will find something I should do for her
just as I’m about to leave. Tea; phoning; pain in the stomach;
moving her up in the bed— anything, in fact, to delay my
departure.

I introduced certain house rules after my first week
or so with Annalee:

 


1. Use ‘please’ when asking for something.

2. Use ‘thank you’ when you get it.

3. Don’t talk Dutch to me— I can’t understand
it.

4. Don’t talk or shout to me when I’m not in the
lounge— I cannot hear you.

 


Now that I’m older and hopefully wiser, I’ve
introduced two more:

 


5. If you shout at me, or act like a spoilt child,
the door will be closed for half an hour.

6. If you insist on talking with your mouth full,
your food will go in the bin.

 


But would she take cognisance of these rules, these
pleads for civility, these entreaties to dignity?

Not a chance in Hades.

Oh, she would make an occasional pretence at
consideration— when it suited her immediate needs. But this was so
short lived that it only served to underscore her innate disregard
for my welfare or feelings.

There is a proverb in the Bible that says:

 


A nagging wife is like water going drip-drip-drip on
a rainy day.

How can you keep her quiet?

Have you ever tried to stop the wind or ever tried
to hold a handful of oil?

Proverbs 27:15

 


The constant drip of water on a rainy day might bug
you— but try it for twenty-one days on end!

In China, a long time ago, a system of torture was
devised. A single drop of water would fall on the forehead of the
victim.

So how terrible could that be?

The drop would be repeated at a regular interval;
say, ten seconds— on and on, for days, weeks.

It was not the actual drip of water, which hurt. How
could it? It was the waiting; the anticipation of the inevitable
event to come. And when, at last, the next one came, and the next,
ad nauseam, the effect was like a sledgehammer blow to the cranium.
The victim would be driven insane by a drop of water, screaming for
mercy and surcease.

And one of my many private nicknames for Annalee is
CWT— Chinese Water Torture.

So why haven’t I just called it a day? Resigned and
found a nine to five?

You may well ask. And it is not easy to answer.

The main reason is I enjoy having thirteen holidays a
year, in which I can travel and expand my experience of the world.
As a writer this is important to me. One cannot hope to write
successfully without having actually experienced that about which
one writes. Equally, writing about an unvisited country is a
dangerous way of losing credibility in a story. So as a result of
working with Annalee, I have managed to travel extensively, and
enjoyed it immensely, meeting interesting people and finding love
in the process.

Secondly, finding a job with the effective level of
income I enjoy is not the easiest task in a country like England,
where demand is fierce and average salaries are low.

Thirdly, I have lately been applying for positions,
which look promising; so far without much response.



 


* * *

 


“Excuse me!”

I come reluctantly into the lounge.

“Annalee, for the thousandth time,
my name’s not ‘Excuse Me’!”

“Oh, ja… Stephan!”

I feel like screaming. “And it’s not ‘Stephan’,
either!” You bitch!

She is pushing my buttons. She knows exactly how to
rile me.

“And I’ve told you a million times,
I cannot hear you from another room.”

“Nee, maar…”

“What do you want
Annalee?”

“Kan u Wim bel?”

“You’re talking Dutch!”

“Oh, ja! Can you phone Snoopy?”
This is her pet name for Willem.

“No ‘please’, no do!”

“Please!”

“Too late, Annalee!”

“Ah, you bloody South Africans!
You’re just like the Nazis!” she screams.

I walk from the lounge into the passage, closing the
door hard behind me. A stream of invective follows, muted by the
frosted glass panels, but still very audible.

I re-open the door.

“Now you listen to me. This door
will be closed for half an hour. If I hear a peep out of you, and
have to open the door again, the half hour will start again.
Understand?”

She glares at me like a cobra poised to strike, but
says nothing. I close the door.

The scene has been repeated two or three times that
day already.

The main problem, as Freud discovered, revolves
around sex.

Annalee would just love to be serviced; by anyone who
was willing.

About a week after starting in this post, she and I
had a spat— something she was demanding, which I wasn’t willing to
give her— a glass of wine, most probably.

At the height of the argument, she blurted, “Well,
you can’t fuck me then!”

I looked at her incredulously. “Fuck you? Fuck you!”
I was shocked to my core. The very thought of making love to this
bent-up woman sent shivers down my spine.

“I’d rather eat razor blades!” I
shouted at her. As I gathered my composure again, I added, “Don’t
you ever talk to me like that again, Annalee! Not ever, do you
understand?”

Apparently, she did understand that, because she has
never said it again.

Yet, it did not resolve her underlying desire to find
a male carer willing to accommodate her needs. Her previous carer
had been gay, so she had instituted an eighteen-month war against
him, until in desperation he was moved to another client. And now
it was clear I too was unwilling to meet her depraved yearnings, I
was no good to her either. So at every opportunity, she would
slander me to my managers and boss in the agency, which employed
me.

This living without knowing if I would still have a
job when I returned from leave started really playing on my mind,
leading to more and more tension between her and me.

The picture I am painting is dark, I know.

But there has been an upside to all this as well.

As I said, I was determined to get see this
fifty-eight-year-old lady well again. She was feisty, if nothing
else, and had a spirit, which you had to admire, even if she was a
demon-minded vixen.

Over the past twenty-five years, I have developed a
great trust in the powers of my Maker. I like to think I’m a
Christian, even though my present frustrations make me imagine I am
quite capable of culpable homicide.

So, soon after meeting my nemesis, I introduced her
to the scriptures. Surprisingly, she could follow what I read, and
became convinced, that with the Lord’s help, she could be cured of
her affliction. This new hope, coupled with the somewhat
confounding and rapid improvement in her posture due to the daily
exercise routine, lifted her spirits enormously. It also gave me
the belief I had actually been sent to her for a purpose— the very
special purpose of getting her well again in body, mind and spirit.
And God knew, she needed all the help she could get in all three
realms.

Not many months later, I hit on the idea of finding
an acupuncturist for her. Annalee leapt at the idea, telling me she
had once had a nasty back disorder healed through acupuncture.

“So why didn’t you think of it as a
possible cure for your MS, dingbat?” I asked,
dumfounded.

“I dunno.” Another stock
reply.

I went to a lot of trouble finding an acupuncturist
who was willing to travel to the flat, and eventually secured the
services of a charming Chinese lady who was also qualified as a
doctor in China, but even better; she was involved in the latest
developments of drugs for multiple sclerosis. I couldn’t believe my
luck.

The acupuncture had immediate and visible results.
Annalee’s legs started straightening out even more. Her mind became
more lucid, and the talk of counts, the woman across the road and
their nefarious activities began to fade into the past.

Then I came up with the idea of leg splints or metal
braces to actually hold the legs straight. After a long Internet
search, I located a company in Cambridge who would send out an
assessor to determine the type of brace needed.

These were duly ordered, and another improvement in
the state of Annalee’s legs occurred. Now, when she was sitting in
her wheelchair, a passer-by might wonder why she was in the chair
at all, she looked so normal. Her overall health and wellbeing was
also showing a marked improvement, and the visitors who came to see
Annalee all remarked on how well she now looked.

I was beginning to believe my fervent nightly prayers
for the unfortunate lady were being answered.

And then, the new wonder drug for MS suffers was
passed by NICE, the British board, which approved new drugs for use
by the National Health Service. It was hellishly expensive, and the
fact that it would now be provided free on the NHS gave my lady
even greater hope for her future.

After extensive neurological tests to negate the
possible harmful side effects, it was decided to allow Annalee to
try the drug, which was known as Tysabri.

She was overjoyed; absolutely elated. She was
blooming, her eyes shining with anticipation of returning to the
world of art, in which, she had obtained an honours degree so far
back in her past.

I was excited for her, willing to forgive the hellish
times she had put me through, if only she could get to stand and
walk again; grow spiritually, and regain the mind she had so
obviously lost.

The new drug, administered by infusions over a period
of many months, seemed to work.

“I’ll soon be able to walk, you
know!”

I smiled at her. “I know you will, Annalee!”

There was no certainty of that. The best we could
hope for was straight legs, a general improvement in mental
faculties, perhaps…

And yet… the day came when she was convinced she
would be able to stand.

Clearing this prospect with my agency line manager, a
day was set when, with the aid of a nurse, we would try to get her
on her feet, using the splints for support.

And lo and behold! She could do it.

For a few incredible moments, supported on left and
right by us, Annalee stood up for the first time in fifteen
years.

Over the weeks and months that followed this epic
event, I exercised her knee and ankle joints, building up her lost
strength— until, with a newly acquired walking frame, this intrepid
lady was able to move gingerly around by herself.

It was the first and only time I had seen her cry in
the whole time I had been with her.

I was near tears myself. Those first shuffling steps
were as momentous to us as the moon landing. This was one giant
step for MS sufferers.

Each day saw a minor improvement, a step forward
towards her eventual recovery.

She was though, if possible, even more demanding and
self-absorbed than ever. It had always seemed to me whatever one
did for this lady, it was never quite enough. She was so arrogantly
selfish that many times in the past I had questioned her about her
manifest dearth of altruism.

“Do you think,” had been my
plaintive cry, “that Annalee van Olsen is the only person on Earth
who counts? Because so and so hasn’t phoned you back yet, you get
upset with her. She’s a busy woman. Must she drop everything else
she’s doing just for Annalee van Olsen? You have to-”

“Ah, nee!” She had this ghastly
habit of interrupting and contradicting me when I was in full flow.
“You don’t understand that I’m…”

Yet another incomplete sentence I was expected to
decipher.

“Understand what? All I understand
is that you’re a very ungrateful woman. You bitch and moan like an
old granny!”

The inevitable tirade would follow. She detested
being accused of bitching and moaning. And the thought of being a
granny was abhorrent to her. These were my stock cards, the granny
bitching and moaning. She also detested the big black crows, which
often came down to search for titbits on the lawn. I pretended I
could communicate with them. If Annalee didn’t behave herself, I
promised her, I would command the crows to come and perch on the
end of the bed to keep an eye on her.

“They are very canny birds,
Annalee— like magpies. They know when people hate them, and they
might just come and peck your eyes out!”

 


* * *

 


Christmas came and went, and by New Year, Annalee was
so confident with her walker she could even follow me to the
kitchen, chattering away as I tried vainly to escape her
attentions.

What had I done? This was even worse than before. Now
the incessant voice was mobile and predatory. I felt like a hunted
animal.

But I had vowed to myself I would see this through to
the end. Annalee would be totally better before I left this job.
Then I would have made a complete success of it, unlike some past
enterprises, which I had screwed up entirely.

My marriage, for instance.

A couple of jobs, which I had chucked up in disgust,
telling my erstwhile bosses to stick the lousy post where the sun
didn’t shine.

No, I had seen this one through. She would need a
support worker to help her re-enter the outside world— show her how
to eat like a lady, how to use a computer, catch a train, cook—
there were a thousand and one things she needed to be taught. But
the teacher wasn’t going to be me— that was for very sure.

I had just had a major publishing contract ratified.
From now on, I should be completely independent, financially. And I
had had this woman right up to the gills. No, someone else could
take over from here on in.

 


* * *

 


I suppose I should have realised how much Annalee van
Olsen really hated me.

Or how incredibly self-centred and ungrateful one
woman can be.

But now, as the life-blood flows out of me, I do
realise…

I just don’t have the strength to pull this carving
knife out of my chest now.

She certainly seemed to have enough strength,
though…

Oh God, this pain is too…

The lousy bitch…

And now who isn’t… f… fin… finishing senten…?

 


 


 


 Phoenix Rising

 


 


Epsilon starlight, chameleon trees

Raindrops of ice cream, vermillion breeze

Diamond staircases and satin silk bees

And I’ll bring also to you my heart

 


 


Ralph Curtis noticed her as soon as he climbed the
steps of the tour coach that evening. She was sitting with a young
girl, an adolescent of around fifteen; her daughter, perhaps. How
old would the mother be, then? Thirty-five? She looked about that,
from what he could make of her in the dusky shadows of the bus.
Attractive, certainly. Long, dark hair. Trim body. Nice. Probably
married, though.

 


* * *

 


The coach pulled into the traffic as Ralph settled
into a seat one row back and across the isle from them. The
daughter was having an animated, but one-sided, conversation with
her mother, who gave an occasional soft-spoken reply. Ralph
couldn’t make out what either of them was saying.

The rest of the passengers seemed to be typical
tourists, except for a hippy type sitting immediately in front of
the woman and girl. Ralph took him for one of the Marrakech ex-pat
dropouts. He stared fixedly in front of him for the entire
hour-long journey. Probably a druggie, Ralph imagined, bumming
around the world on a shoestring and a prayer.

Returning his gaze to the stockinged legs of the
woman, Ralph weighed his chances of getting to know her better. The
chances seemed slim. This was just an excursion, after all. In a
matter of hours, it would be over, and this vision would fade from
his life like the mist of morning.

Usual story, he reflected morosely. Why did he have
such trouble finding a soul mate? Too bloody fussy, he supposed.
Here he was at fifty-five years old and expecting to find a dish
ten or fifteen years younger than himself. Ridiculous, really. What
were the chances of that? Okay, he had to admit it; he didn’t look
his age, or feel it, either, and hoped he didn’t act fifty-five.
Living in England these past two and a half years had shown him
what the average man his age was like; basically over the hill,
with no more ambition, and just waiting for retirement and the
mortgage to be paid up. His wife, Gertrude or Molly, would be
rotund and very boring, checking out bargains at the shopping mall
and cooking cholesterol breakfasts, Sunday roasts and sweet sticky
puddings. He would go to the local to escape her, and she would
live on the phone to her friends talking crud.

Ralph looked to his left at the dark passing
countryside of Morocco, not really seeing much, his mind
introspective. So was he, Ralph Curtis any better than Mr. Average
Englishman? Certainly he had goals, ambition. Perhaps he didn’t own
very much in material terms— very little, in fact; two suitcases of
clothes, a laptop, and that was that. Ralph had learnt the value of
travelling light, not being tied down to home and furniture, car
and caravan. In his eyes, the less you owned the less you worried.
Travel was more precious to him than home and hearth.

The coach had stopped in a tiny village, and started
a laborious reversal into a narrow wall-lined lane. It backed up
for perhaps a hundred metres, and the interior lights came on as
the big motor died and the doors slid open.

As the passengers disembarked, they were escorted
across the lane to a massive arched wooden door. One of the
children was invited to use a heavy knocker, and the door slid
open. Facing the party was a group of smiling black men, who let
out a cry of welcome before breaking into a lively African dance
accompanied by cymbals and horns. When it ended the guide led the
way through a convoluted passage system to the back of the
hacienda-type building. The guests were shown how the local bread
was baked in an enormous oven. An old crone sat almost in the
glowing embers of the fire, patiently heating large flat dough
circles and handing them out to be broken into pieces for sampling.
Another detour through the mysterious construction led to the
kitchens, where rows of covered fires held clay pots covered with
tops like inverted funnels. In these simple containers, the
chicken, fish and lamb dishes of the evening were being
prepared.

As the party reached the main courtyard, another
welcoming committee was gathered. Berber women in national dress
danced to the music provided by their men folk on local violin
style instruments. It was an impressive performance and drew
enthusiastic applause.

When it was finished, one of the grizzled old men
clapped his hands imperiously and invited the group to take seats
in side rooms bordering the courtyard.

Ralph saw immediately that the cubicles were small,
each holding no more than six people comfortably. In an inspired
move, he seated himself where the mother and daughter had ensconced
themselves. Slightly irritated, he saw the retread hippy had also
chosen to sit there. There was also a young engaged couple from, as
it turned out, Wales.

Flagons of local red wine were produced as if by
magic, and Ralph’s group tested it. But it was not too much to his
liking and Ralph asked for a cold beer, as did the hippy.

“So where are you from?” Ralph
asked pleasantly of the lovely mother. He wished he was sitting
next to her, but the hippy had taken that spot.

“Lithuania.” She smiled, and Ralph
decided she was very beautiful, with long auburn hair, dazzling
blue eyes, and a clinging knee-length dress that emphasised the
tight, feline curves of her body.

Ralph raised his eyebrows and smiled, trying to place
Lithuania on a mental map. A Balkan state? Or was it near Croatia?
He didn’t disclose his ignorance for fear of her thinking him a
moron.

“And you guys?”

“Wales, but I’m living in London,”
answered the fiancé. He introduced himself as James, and his
partner as Claire. She was a pretty, open blonde and Ralph
commiserated with her that the couple had to live apart.

“Oh, we see each other every
weekend!” she answered brightly.

Ralph couldn’t imagine living away from anyone he was
in love with. The hippy’s name was Michael, and surprisingly, he
seemed to be coming out of his shell, laughing at the antics of the
Berber waiters, who could take off the upper class English accent
to a tee. The beers were certainly having their effect in
encouraging Michael, an Englishman, to become part of this little
sextet.

The beauty’s daughter’s name was Sarah, and she
seemed very withdrawn in the strange company, quite unlike the
talkative youngster on the coach. But every now and then Ralph
noticed her leaning in towards her mother and saying something to
her, whilst eyeing Ralph. At first, it gave him the feeling he
might have chicken skin hanging from the corner of his mouth, or
worse. But there was nothing contemptuous about her look. In fact,
she was smiling in quite a friendly way.

“So, Lithuania… How are you
enjoying Morocco?” asked Ralph. He saw the light in those wondrous
eyes again. She seemed to like the nickname, so he didn’t ask for
her real one.

“Oh!” she enthused. “It is very
wonderful!”

They were interrupted by the toothless waiter, who
told them in a commanding manner they should all go back outside to
the courtyard. Obedient to their wizened little host, they trooped
out, Ralph lighting a cigarette.

Again, the Berber women started singing and dancing,
but this time, they invited the guests to join in, pulling them
into the circle, and teaching them the steps. The visiting men were
a little more reticent and stood watching and smiling at the
unfolding scene.

Ralph couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the
Lithuanian beauty as she quickly picked up the rhythm and, eyes
shining with pleasure, swayed and gyrated to the beat, her skirt
making spectacular progress up her thighs as she stooped bent-kneed
with arched back, her long hair flowing behind her. She was really
lovely, decided Ralph, and he determined to get to know her better
over dinner.

A conga line formed, and he moved in behind her,
marvelling at her firm hips for what seemed just a few seconds,
until the line broke up again in a melee of dancing bodies.

“Dinner time!” called the Berber
leader, whom Ralph had now nicknamed Dead Eye Dick. He was a real
character, this short, little man— a face like an ancient chimp,
almost toothless, a sealed socket where his left eye should be— and
yet vital and humorous; just the host needed to suit the
occasion.

“Dead Eye! Can I get another beer,
please?”

“Chicken and chips?” The ugly
visage was thrust within an inch of Ralph’s own face, but, by now,
he was tolerant of the old so and so.

“Just a beer, thanks.” He grinned
as the clown toddled away. “Chicken and chips! I wonder what he
says to Americans.”

“Hamburger and fries?” suggested
Michael, who was evidently enjoying himself as much as anyone else
now.

Ralph found himself beginning to like the man,
despite his freaky appearance.

The first course arrived, a steaming pot of fish with
the flat, unleavened bread. It was delicious, and Ralph reflected
it had been well worth paying extra for this nocturnal excursion.
He wondered how many beers he’d consumed, but he was feeling okay,
especially after some food.

He glanced up at Lithuania, and realised she had been
gazing at him. Her eyes were deep blue pools in the muted light of
the tiny room, and Ralph thought he had never seen such wonderful
eyes. But why was she looking at him so keenly? Could it be… that
she was interested in him too? He gave her a smile, and she
responded immediately. This was too good to be true.

After each course, new entertainment was laid on in
the courtyard; this time, a belly dancer got the women to practice
her art, amidst raucous comments and applause from the crowd.
Cameras flashed, and the mesmeric music from the archaic drums and
string instruments beat into the warm African evening, the
atmosphere electric and vibrant.

And Ralph saw Michael talking to Lithuania’s
daughter. A horrible thought struck him. Was…? Could Lithuania and
Michael… actually be here together? It didn’t seem possible. They
had not talked to each other on the coach— an hour-long trip. They
hadn’t said a word to each other in the cubicle… and yet…

 


* * *

 


“Oh yes, we’re here together. We’ve
known each other about six years. I’ve asked her to marry
me.”

Ralph was incredulous. They were engaged, but they
hadn’t said a word all evening? There was something screwy here.
They didn’t even look as if they should be together. In fact, the
waiter had asked if Lithuania and Ralph were married.

“Oh shit! I’m sorry, man! Here I’m
chatting her up, and meanwhile… I didn’t realise. I’m so
sorry!”

Michael gave a wave of his hand. “That’s okay!” he
said airily.

Oh, Curtis! You bloody fool! You had better back off
right now!

However, very soon, he found the woman standing next
to him again.

“You and Michael are getting
married?”

“Is that what he told you?” She
looked irritated. “He asked me to marry him. But I haven’t said I
would yet.”

Freakier and freakier, thought Ralph. They’re on
holiday together, but they don’t talk to each other. He thinks he’s
getting married, and she knows she’s not. What’s going on here?

The evening was almost over. The guide was rounding
his group up, urging them towards the exit.

“Can I give you one of my cards?”
asked Ralph, desperate now. “Maybe you could write to
me?”

Surreptitiously, she opened her handbag an inch or
two. Ralph’s card dropped into the dark slot.

“You have beautiful eyes,” he
almost whispered to her.

“Thank you for the compliment,” she
returned in that exciting accent.

“What’s your name?”

“Lisa.”

“I’m Ralph. Write to
me?”

She nodded, briskly, as if afraid that Michael might
be watching.

Ralph had sat chatting to Michael on the way back.
They were sipping a last beer, and struck up an easy conversation,
which made the trip seem very quick indeed.

There were three days left of Ralph’s stay in
Morocco. Tomorrow, he was off to Marrakech for the day. The last
two he would spend rounding off his deep tan.

Then back to the grind…

 


* * *

 


Lisa’s e-mail was waiting for him when he got home.
It was polite and written in English of a standard, which surprised
him. It was by no means perfect, but she was adequately fluent, and
he could understand her message quite well. She wrote about her
interests in art, nature, dance, swimming, travel and life in
general. She told him she had enjoyed meeting him at the Berber
evening. She seemed to be a very open minded lady, and invited him
to write back just as soon as he received her missive.

Ralph Curtis was overjoyed. There was a big
difference between hoping she would contact him, and actually
receiving such a friendly communication, and so early. He replied
as soon as he could, telling her a little about his background, and
own interests. He told her about his home-based IT company, which
specialised in websites, his love of water sports, intimate
dinners, the outdoors, music and reading.

Over the following weeks, their correspondence had
reached an easy grace and familiarity. And when she learnt that
Ralph would be on leave for ten days again in the near future, she
invited him to visit her homeland.

“I would love to, Lisa. But I don’t
want to interfere in a relationship. I don’t wish to hurt either
you or Michael.”

However, it emerged that Lisa’s feelings for Michael
were not as strong as the man would have hoped. She didn’t like a
lot of his way-out ideas, and especially disliked his pestering her
for intimacy.

“Please come to Lithuania,”
continued the reply. “I show you my country. I take you Kaunas,
Vilnius, Klaipeda. You will find very beautiful country. Please
come.”

So Ralph searched the Net and found just one airline
flew direct to Kaunas. He booked the flight, wondering where he
would stay. Lisa had mentioned ‘apartments or hotels’ as if these
needed no pre-booking whatsoever. He thought he would just have to
trust her judgement on that score. He wasn’t used to arriving in a
new country not knowing where he was to stay the night.

Once she knew he was coming, Lisa’s emails evinced
even more enthusiasm.

“I look so forward to our meeting,”
she would tell him. “We have wonderful time together.”

Ralph knew that it would be wonderful. Just gazing
into those eyes for ten days would be wonderful enough for him.

The days seemed to drag by after that, but at last he
was at the airport, ready to fly to this country he had had to
identify on his laptop. It was a Baltic state, part of the Russian
federation until, in early 1990, Lithuania had proclaimed its
independence from the USSR, resulting in an abortive attack by the
Russians on Vilnius, the capital.

She was a little late in meeting him at Kaunas
airport. He was beginning to worry he’d been set up. What on earth
would he do if she didn’t pitch? He lit a cigarette on the balcony
overlooking the car park and hoped for the best.

And then she was there, giving him a cheery wave and
broad smile as she crossed from the car towards him. He had
recognised her at once. That beautiful long auburn hair shone in
the early autumn sunshine. She said hello, and embraced him with
the European double kiss on the cheeks. She was dressed in
satin-sheen pants, boots, a fitted hand-embroidered waistcoat, and
tight leather waist-length jacket. Her eyes shone with a vivid
turquoise sheen, and Ralph thought he had never seen such beauty in
his life.

“I take you to the apartment,” she
said excitedly, “and then we go to restaurant for lunch, yes?” She
chattered happily all the way into town, where, near the main
pedestrian area, she parked outside a rather bleak looking
apartment block. The flat, however, was clean and spacious, well
fitted out and airy.

“Very nice,” approved Ralph.
“Thanks for organising it, Lisa. I’ll just dump my suitcase, and
we’ll get a bite to eat, shall we?”

On the short walk, she pointed out various buildings
of interest. Art galleries, museums and the like, which he might be
interested in seeing in his spare time. She had told him she would
have some work to do whilst he was there and she could not take the
whole week off. She had a stand at a medical exhibition in Vilnius
in two days’ time, and he had promised to lend a hand with that.
She was displaying a revolutionary water massage system there, and
had to prepare for it. But she promised him there would be plenty
of time to explore the country.

They had a light lunch at a small place called
Acropolis, and Ralph was pleased to have a local to interpret and
order for him. They had some wine, and Lisa suggested he catch up
on his sleep that afternoon, whilst she was working. She would pick
him up later and take him to a typical Lithuanian restaurant for
dinner.

“That sounds like a wonderful
idea,” he agreed.

His flight had left at seven that morning, and he had
spent an almost sleepless night at the airport, to avoid travelling
there at some unearthly hour. He was actually shattered. Lisa
suggested he text her when he woke up and she would pick him up in
the car.

She took him to an incredibly quaint, double storey
of entirely wooden construction. It was divided into a number of
rooms with a different theme of décor in each. Upstairs, the vast
loft was the music and dance area, where food was also served.
Deciding on quieter ambience, they chose to sit downstairs. Their
room was devoted to scenes and trophies of the hunt. Next door,
Ralph could see a military theme, with suits of armour and various
weapons. Another was olden day fashion and furnishings.

“This is just wonderful.” Ralph
sighed, gazing around him. The sleep had done him good, and he was
freshly bathed and feeling great. “It’s just so different to what
you see in England.”

She smiled at his pleasure and slipped a hand into
his— their first real physical contact. “I’m glad you like it. And
I’m glad you are here!”

He chose wild boar; the first time he had ever eaten
such a dish, and it was cooked to perfection. He was surprised to
see ostrich on the menu, always believing they were bred in much
warmer climes than the Baltic.

“Oh, no,” countered Lisa. “Ostrich
are bred here quite lots.”

Her imperfect English delighted him. She delighted
him. And he was enchanted by what he had seen so far of the
country. From the air, vast forest areas carpeted the land;
numerous fresh clean rivers cut winding swathes through the
landscape; lakes abounded. Lisa told him about a third of Lithuania
was under forest, and boasted about thirty rivers. And with the
Baltic Sea as its western boundary, Ralph could see the potential
for tourism was great and needed exploitation. The children— unlike
under the communist regime, when Russian was taught— now learnt
English as a second language at school. So the new generations
would be able to communicate well with Western tourists. It just
needed someone to kick start the process, and the economy could
take a quantum leap forward.

It was around 11 a.m. when they got back to the flat.
Almost by instinct, they avoided the lounge and gravitated to the
bedroom.

“I want to thank you for asking me
here, Lisa; I want to kiss you— just kiss you.”

She came into his arms, and he tasted the honey
sweetness of her tongue on his; an almost forgotten sensation. They
sank onto the bed, and he felt his arousal, sensed her own. It felt
so heavenly to be in the arms of this stunning woman, feeling her
need as great as his own. However, he was determined that he would
not take things further tonight.

Tonight was for greeting her, exploring her senses,
knowing her as a friend. Later, things might develop further… with
a little bit of luck.

Tonight was for kissing. Just for closeness— and
those incredible kisses of hers…

It was about one thirty when she went home.

Ralph saw her off in the car.

He lit a cigarette and stood in awe of his own
reactions. Like a teenager after his first real date, he felt
shaky, exuberant, breathless, and in wonder such feelings could
still take him by surprise.

One cigarette was not enough. He gazed at the
almost-full moon, unaware of his immediate and not overly
salubrious surroundings. Nothing else in the world mattered— only
Lisa.

“Good morning!”

She stood in the hallway, immaculately dressed, a
knowing smile playing at her soft lips.

Ralph, coming through from the bedroom, was amazed
all over again at her appearance. Could last night have really
happened? How could he deserve something like this?

Without speaking, he enfolded her in his arms, and
their lips met once more. Yes, it had happened. This was his lovely
Lisa, responding as she had before; eager and sensual.

“Today I take you to special
places,” she promised.

Ralph thought, you’ve already done that, baby!

“Oh yes? Well, that sounds
terrific!”

With the incredible natural supply of timber, the old
Lithuanian houses were always built of wood. This tradition is
carried on by some restaurant chains, and Lisa stopped outside an
enormous country restaurant on one of the main roads. It was a
magnificent example of the art, with heavy beams interlocking at
its corners with not so much as a hairsbreadth between them. The
main dining hall was already busy when they arrived around midday,
and Lisa told him these restaurants depended on low prices
attracting even the lower working classes, through all strata of
society. Cheap prices ensured high custom, and weekend or not,
these restaurants were always patronised.

“Pretty festive, huh?” Ralph sat
next to her on one side of a four-seater table and indicated a huge
party of Swedish tourists opposite. They were laughing and swaying
to the local music, clapping in time and singing along. There were
other, smaller, family groups, lovers bent close over glasses of
wine, children on the stage, dancing to the tune, people smiling
and enjoying themselves. Now where, he mused, would you find a
scene like this in England?

He slid a hand onto her thigh, and she covered his
fingers with her own, squeezing them. They ordered wine and a large
beer. The local beer, Ralph had discovered was very palatable
indeed.

Again, the varied menu surprised him. A big selection
of local venison, as well as poultry, lamb, fish and again,
ostrich. He chose a Baltic fish dish because it was new to him.
Ralph was an adventurous eater. His English mother had brought him
up with not only the usual British foodstuffs, but also things like
tripe, ox heart, rabbit, brains and trotters. His father too,
enjoyed taking the family to restaurants and suggesting unusual
dishes they didn’t have at home. So Ralph tried to test things he
had never had before, and this land seemed ideal for that.

In a massive basement level to the restaurant were
the toilet facilities plus a rumpus room for young kids— castles
and climbing frames and obstacle courses— all made of timber. And
not far from the main building were two smaller ones; a conference
centre and a crafts shop, again of wooden construction. Moving away
from the road, a fairytale garden with wooden carvings and
religious icons led through a grove of conifers to a vast lake.

The whole setting was mystical, and at night it would
look even more inviting, with fairy lights in the trees and lining
the wooden eaves of the buildings.

“I’ve never seen anything like it!”
Ralph stated. “It’s really amazing.”

“You like?”

Oh, that accent!

He nodded, smiling. “I like. And I like you!”

She took his hand. “I like you, too.”

After a gentle walk, hand in hand, along the
lakeshore and back through the forest to the car, they drove on to
what was aptly termed an open-air museum. Someone of vision had had
the idea of preserving the eighteenth century wooden houses of the
various tribal factions, and re-erecting them in a central area.
There were, thus, five different villages of varying styles set in
a gladed forest park, some hundreds of acres in extent. The setting
was so peaceful, and the collected antique furnishings so
authentic, that Ralph was enthralled.

By a river that flowed through one part, horses and
cattle grazed serenely on lush green grass and access to an old
wooden windmill and a lovely timbered church could be had.

“It’s absolutely wonderful!” He
sighed. He could see Lisa’s pleasure that he enjoyed what to her
was an important part of her heritage.

After dinner at a restaurant in the old part of
Kaunas, they returned to the apartment, taking a stroll so Ralph
could draw some money at a cash machine.

The moon was now full.

It seemed to be smiling down at them as they walked,
as if pleased to see these two together.

And on their return to the flat, they made tender
love for the first time. And it was beautiful.

Forever afterwards, he knew, he would remember that
night, and the kindly full moon keeping watch over them in their
newfound love.

The following day Lisa took him to a monastery and
after a lovely walk through some woodland they reached a yacht mole
and water sport centre on a different part of the huge lake they
had visited the previous day. They visited an ultra modern shopping
centre with an ice rink as its centrepiece, and the most unique
shops and restaurants he had seen anywhere.

She also took him to see a house she was supervising
the building of, where Ralph met her seventy-five-year-old parents.
Surprisingly, they were working like Trojans, painting
pre-treatment onto pine planking, which would eventually form the
ceiling of the house.

“It keeps them busy, and they get a
bit of money to help income,” Lisa explained, as if most people put
their aging parents to hard labour to keep them out of trouble and
their minds active.

Lisa picked him up the next day with the station
wagon loaded to the gunnels. Sarah was squeezed into the back seat,
ready to be taken to school. With much shuffling of cargo, Ralph
squashed his suitcase in somehow, and with Sarah sitting on his
lap, they drove across town to her school. Ralph realised he was
beginning to lose the plot a bit when the truck, which was to
transport the massage bed, met them at the school. Two rugged types
emerged from the truck and hoisted a wooden pallet and various
other paraphernalia aboard the truck from a hidden room in the
school. Ralph helped as best he could, not understanding a word,
and not knowing quite what the plan of action was anyway. It was
all a bit bewildering, reminding him of a guided tour of Egypt he
had recently done, where the guide might arrive an hour early or
late, depending on his mood and schedule, and whisk him off to some
temple or burial chamber, the facts only becoming clear as and when
they arrived at the particular site of interest.

Just go with the flow.

Ralph smiled to himself as they started off again;
Sarah now ensconced in her classroom, Lisa concentrating on the
road and traffic, and the ugly blue truck following obediently
behind.

The convoy pulled up in a loading zone, and the
massage bed, which had until now been displayed in the central
lobby of the mall, was manhandled aboard the truck, with strict
admonishment from Lisa— ‘Not damage it!’

A detour to a hardware shop to buy ninety litres of
distilled water for use in the bed, plus hoses and stationery for
the exhibition, and they were away again, on their way to Vilnius,
some hundred kilometres away.

Arriving at the impressive Vilnius exhibition site,
the next task was to offload the extremely heavy massage bed and
set up the ten square metre kiosk, set in a vast hall where other
exhibits— the majority dental requisites— were in various stages of
incompletion. Ralph was charged with setting up the TV and DVD and
getting it functional; a task he was far from competent at, but of
which, it appeared, Lisa knew even less. So it was with incredulity
that he found he had managed to do get the setup working without
blowing it up.

When the kiosk looked presentable, a shopping trip
became necessary to find a decent bookshelf or some such item to
place the TV on, so that it could be seen. Lisa knew the shop to
get it from, but not the precise location of the shop. Three hours
later, after driving what seemed to Ralph every street in the
capital, his new love was the proud owner of a pine bookshelf.

They returned thankfully to their hotel to freshen up
before dinner.

Lisa had taken a real chance when booking the hotel,
Ralph came to realise. Normally, she would have stayed with a
girlfriend for the duration of the exhibition. But she had booked
the double room, guessing by the time it came to use it, there
might be a certain… intimacy between herself and Ralph. And she had
guessed correctly.

Ralph had to admire her foresight.

He was also growing to respect her resilience and
courage. She worked like a man, concentrating on the task at hand,
making sure it was finished before allowing herself time to relax.
Courage, because she had used all her savings and increased her
mortgage to pay for the massage beds, of which she had ordered
three from Canada, after travelling there to check their worth. She
administered a block of ten apartments in Klaipeda on the Baltic
Sea, two hundred kilometres distant, driving there once in ten
days, doing the laundry, gardening, making bookings, collecting
rents. She ran a women’s group, which, Ralph gathered, she taught
sewing and craftwork to. She was supervising the house being built,
was soon to be involved in an art exhibition in Latvia and Estonia,
and on top of all this, she had travelled almost all over the
globe, except South America, east Asia and Australia. A single
mother, she had raised Sarah in extreme circumstances after a
disastrous birth, and she still had time for love. It seemed
incredible.

This exhibition was very important to her, because
only by selling all three massage beds would she recoup the money
she had outlaid so far. Sending them back to Canada would be
financially crippling, and Ralph was concerned tomorrow and the
next two days should be productive for her.

They went to dinner at a restaurant nearby. “This is
part of another chain,” she informed him.

Ralph thought it looked the least like a chain
restaurant as anyone could imagine. The décor was a fascinatingly
eclectic montage, each table setting different to the next, each
set of chairs done in fabrics that differed to its neighbour. The
food was great and the ambience superb. He reflected this nation
certainly knew what living was all about.

He was taken aback by the beauty of the women—
supermodel types wherever they went. Couples in love, smiling
faces, an unthreatening atmosphere in every town; it was all so
peaceful and live and let live, he thought. Bar the language
barrier, he would love to live in this country— with Lisa, of
course.

“How are you doing, love?” he
queried.

She was completely relaxed now, as if tomorrow meant
nothing to her. She squeezed his leg.

“I’m fine, thanks. Shall we go
back… home?”

That sounded so comforting to him. “I’ll get the
bill.”

“Ah! This is so nice.” He sighed as
they entered their room.

“Isn’t it!” she agreed with a
mischievous grin.

She came into his arms, and it seemed to Ralph that
life couldn’t get much better than this. A great meal and a couple
of beers in his stomach. This comfortable hotel room. The prospect
of another five nights with this beautiful woman. What more could
he possibly wish for?

As he switched on the taps and got the water to the
right temperature, he called to her.

“Come and shower with me,
honey.”

She made a show of shyness, and he thought he may
have overstepped the mark. But then the door reopened, and she came
to him, her long hair swept away from the cascade, her firm body
pushing up against his, her lips searching for his kisses. Taking
turns in soaping each other down, the anticipation of what was to
follow adding urgency to their efforts, they towelled dry and fell
into bed.

Their lovemaking was everything he could have
anticipated. Somehow, this first night they would spend until
morning had to be very special, and it was.

Breakfast together; and then the drive to the
exhibition site.

Immediately they got to their kiosk, Lisa became
businesslike again. Ralph watched approvingly as she, smartly
dressed and made up, set out the stationery and brochures and made
everything minutely tidy. And when potential clients arrived at the
stand, Ralph would make himself scarce by going outside for a
smoke, or a coffee at the impressive canteen nearby.

The time passed pleasantly enough. In idle moments,
he would send her text messages on her mobile phone, saying she was
very beautiful, or he loved being with her. It was a pleasure to
watch her reactions when she finally got a chance to check her
phone for missed calls.

She would take the occasional coffee break with him,
and they took lunch together. And between clients, they would chat,
or she would show him photos of her travels to Switzerland, South
Africa, or Denmark.

So the three days of the exhibition passed, and
always, there were the evenings and nights. Lisa introduced him to
her best friend; the girl she would have stayed with if she had not
decided on the hotel. Lisa took him to the magnificent cathedral
and showed him the old town with its quaint streets, churches,
restaurants, pubs, art shops and university.

Vilnius was an enchanting mix of old and ultra modern
buildings. A large river ran through its centre, and numerous
bridges spanned this natural barrier, adding a charm of its
own.

On the third evening there, the exhibition ended, and
it was necessary to empty the water from the massage bed and
transport the heavy machine back to Kaunas. The longsuffering
driver of the ugly blue truck arrived promptly and with the help of
two strangers, he and Ralph did the loading up.

By 9 or 9:30 a.m., when they had driven back to
Kaunas, offloaded and were ready to go, Lisa was looking rather
shattered. And she now had to drive another hundred and twenty
kilometres to the Baltic coast.

“Are you sure you’ll be able to
drive, hon?” Ralph’s concern was real. He was tired himself, but he
had never driven on the ‘wrong’ side of the road, never yet, at
night on a road he didn’t know. So they would be in more danger if
he offered to drive. “You won’t fall asleep?”

“Of course not!” She smiled. “And
anyway, you will awake me keep!”

Awake me keep.

Sometimes her English blew him away with its musical
appeal.

So he ‘awake kept her’, by talking and fondling her
leg all the way to Klaipeda. They stopped for dinner at a roadside
inn, and reached their new abode around midnight, completely
shattered. But a bottle of wine woke them up and they chatted for a
while in the lounge before their love called them to bed.

 


* * *

 


The apartment was magnificent; the penthouse of the
owner of the block. These were the flats Lisa administered, and the
other nine were on three different floors below this. In the
basement was a Jacuzzi, an entertainment lounge, table tennis and
darts room, plus a laundry and ironing room.

Lisa also maintained the garden, which was
lovely.

“First, today,” she informed him,
“I take you to Palanga. This is holiday resort, just
north.”

Ralph noticed that she was fresh as a daisy after no
more than four hours’ sleep, and she had again put work and
business right out of her mind. It was as if the exhibition was
years in the past. He really had to admire the way she focussed her
whole being on the moment.

Palanga was like no resort Ralph Curtis had ever
seen. It seemed to consist of two intersecting main roads. The
commercial street was set about a kilometre from the sea and
parallel to the coast. Then the tourist avenue led from this down
to the beach. Lining it all the way was the most amazing array of
restaurants, shops and boutiques, each of differing architectural
style, and each restaurant putting on all types of live music at
night, when fairy lights, fountains and eclectic cuisine choices
made the atmosphere magical.

“Where would you like breakfast,
darling?” asked Lisa.

He looked around him helplessly. “There’s such a wide
choice! What about this place?”

After their meal, they wandered down to the seashore,
where a long L-shaped pier jutted into the Baltic. They walked hand
in hand to its end, and Lisa pointed out that there was no
development along the beach itself, as this was a marine
reserve.

They returned to the sandy strand, and walked south
along it, until Lisa indicated they should turn inland again. As
they strolled through yet more forestation, a huge mansion came
into view.

“This was one of the king’s
ninety-nine houses. It’s now a museum. We go in?”

“Sure. Why didn’t he settle on a
rounded off hundred palaces?” Ralph wanted to know.

“Because he couldn’t have been
king, then.”

He didn’t quite follow the logic, but didn’t pursue
it.

Thinking he was entering an historical museum, Ralph
was totally taken aback by what it contained. Up to fifty million
years old, hundreds of pieces of amber were displayed in cases,
with magnifying lenses placed over them, so the artefacts caught
and sealed therein were clear to see. Mosquitoes, dragonflies,
gnats, butterflies, hornets, grasshoppers, frogs, snails, and a
magnificent lizard, were frozen in the clear, hardened sap. But it
was their incredible age and their absolute likeness to living
specimens, which amazed Ralph. According to the accompanying
literature, there was only one period in history when these
‘inclusions’ in the amber had occurred, because of a period of
unparalleled expulsion of the conifers’ resin, in response to an
unequalled natural threat at that time— forty to fifty million
years ago. No other amber bore inclusions apart from that time
period.

Even Lisa, who had toured the museum many times
before, seemed awed.

“You just can’t believe it, can
you?” she exclaimed.

Apart from the clear amber, there were also pieces of
white, black, and multicoloured from oranges through to greens,
depending on what had become mixed in it as it emerged from the
trees and hardened. Jewellery, chess sets, cufflinks and many other
objects d’art were displayed. But the one that stuck in Ralph’s
mind the most was the lizard, which looked as though he was just
waiting for someone to release him from his multi-millennial
bondage, so he could catch his next fly.

As the two lovers walked slowly back to the car, Lisa
related the charming legend of how the local ‘trembling tree’ had
got its name. And as he listened to her exotic voice, Ralph came to
the horrible realisation they only had one more night together.

Halfway back to Klaipeda, where she had promised to
show him around the port town, he lifted his hand from her thigh,
and said quietly, “I feel like making love.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, she smiled her reply.
“Then we will go back home.”

She made tea and brought it to him in bed with nuts
and pieces of chocolate, and he was so grateful to her because
nobody had brought him tea in bed for years.

The autumn sunshine was filtering through a skylight
above them as they gave themselves to each other on the ornate
cherubim-encrusted double bed. It was slow and passionate; the
perfect culminating act of love between them. And although each
knew they would repeat it that night and the following morning,
this afternoon of adoration was to Ralph one of the high points of
his stay.

 


* * *

 


That early evening, they went for a drink in a pub
overlooking the harbour, and then Lisa walked him around the town,
pointing out a balcony from which Adolf Hitler had addressed his
troops, taking him aboard a floating restaurant; an old wooden
sailing ship, and finally, a jazz club where they had dinner.

They had to get up at six the next morning so they
could repack the car, drive back to Kaunas, and get to the airport
for Ralph to catch his flight home. It seemed bizarre that soon
they would be back into their old lives again, he into a routine,
which actually bored him to tears. He felt like crying as they had
coffee together, holding hands like two deserted children, waiting
in the departure lounge until the last possible minute.

A last kiss; the final wave.

Then she was gone.

 


* * *

 


However, the phoenix had risen from the cold grey
ashes of solitude.

Life had new meaning.

Somehow, sometime, Ralph knew, he and Lisa would be
together…

 


 


 


Touch His Cloak




 


Stories of wonder and, sayings of Zen

Carnival mattresses, mirrors, and when

I give the kaleidoscope visionary hen

I shall also to you bring my heart

 


 


Modern-day Capernaum is an incredibly eerie
place.

Set on the northern shores of Lake Galilee, the
excavated ruins of the walled town are unremarkable except for
three things.

The impressive synagogue with its children’s
courtyard.

A modern museum overlooking the lake.

The actual stones of the narrow cobbled streets and
avenues on which Jesus walked… and the ruined walls of the houses,
which he passed or went into, whilst ministering in the town.

This is the true Israel— not the Via Delarosa with
its ‘Stations of the Cross’, conveniently established by Emperor
Constantine’s mother as ‘where he first stumbled’, ‘where his brow
was wiped’, or ‘where he was relieved of the cross by Simon’.

In reality, the streets of Old Jerusalem where Jesus
walked are now ten to fifteen metres beneath the present ones,
buried under two millennia’s worth of continuous civilisation.

When a visitor to Jerusalem is shown ‘The Room of the
Last Supper’, or ‘Joseph’s House’, or ‘The Church of the Agony’, it
is almost impossible to hide one’s scepticism.

Caesarea, Lake Galilee, Capernaum, the Temple Mount,
the Mount of Olives and Massada, on the other hand, almost concuss
one with their innate historicity.

 


Capernaum, 31 A.D.

 


Jesus got into the boat and went back across the lake
to his own town, Capernaum where some people brought him to a
paralysed man, lying on a bed.

When Jesus saw how much faith they had, he said to
the paralysed man, “Courage, my son! Your sins are forgiven.”

Then some teachers of the law said to themselves,
“This man is speaking blasphemy!”

Jesus perceived what they were thinking, so he asked,
“Why are you thinking such evil things? Is it easier to say, ‘your
sins are forgiven’, or to say, ‘get up and walk’? I will prove to
you, then, that the Son of Man has authority on Earth to forgive
sins.”

So he said to the paralysed man, “Get up, pick up
your bed, and go home!”

The man got up and went home.

When the people saw it, they were afraid, and praised
God for giving such authority to men.

 


* * *

 


Matthew sat in languid solitude in his little
cubicle.

It wasn’t the most stimulating job in the world, this
collecting of taxes for the Romans. And it wasn’t guaranteed to
endear him to the Capernaum townsfolk, either— quite the reverse,
in fact. Matthew was probably one of the least popular residents
here. He could not think of anyone he could call a true friend.

At least the job was lucrative. Matthew now had one
of the best houses in the town. Commanding a view of the lake, it
enjoyed the zephyrs, which came across the waters, cooling the
residence to a comfortable temperature. It was a popular gathering
place for fellow tax collectors and other outcasts, who did not
feel welcome in other parts of the community.

Ah, yes, life was good, even if there was no one to
share it with— yet. A couple more years and he would find a wife
and move on; Jerusalem, perhaps. Lots of money to be made there!
Yes sir!

Matthew started recounting the day’s takings,
mentally calculating his share. Not bad for one morning, he
reflected. Not bad at all.

But then a shadow fell across the table in front of
him, and he looked up, expecting one of the town loafers, wanting
to engage him in casual conversation.

Instead, he recognised the commanding figure of the
stranger who had recently taken up residence in Capernaum. The
strange green eyes seemed to pierce right through Matthew’s being,
and the tax collector felt distinctly uneasy under the steady
scrutiny. Matthew was not a man to enjoy such directness, and was
about to ask the interloper what he wanted when…

“Follow me!”

Matthew stared at the tall man for a further two
seconds. Suddenly, the money, the fancy house, the future wife, the
hopes of a new life in Judea all seemed totally irrelevant.

Leaving the collected coins glittering in the
sunshine, Matthew picked up his cloak, hunched into it, and
followed his new master, who was already moving on down towards the
lakeshore.

“Sir!” he called after him. “Sir,
please come and have the midday meal at my home! Anyone else you
wish may also join us.”

As they sat at the long table, surrounded by the more
nefarious elements of the town’s populace, a group of Pharisees
arrived and asked Jesus’ disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with
such people?”

However, Jesus overheard their question, and
retorted, “People who are well do not need a doctor, but only those
who are sick. Go and find out what is meant by the scripture that
says, ‘it is kindness that I want, not animal sacrifices’. I have
not come to call respectable people, but outcasts.”

“Teacher,” spoke up one of John the
Baptist’s followers. “Why is it that we and the Pharisees fast
often, but your disciples don’t fast at all?” He finished with an
expressive sweep of his hand over the laden table’s rich
fare.

“Do you expect,” Jesus replied,
“the guests at a wedding party to be sad as long as the bridegroom
is with them? Of course not! But the day will come when the
bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will
fast.

“No one patches up an old coat with
a piece of new cloth, for the new patch will shrink and make an
even bigger hole in the coat. Nor does anyone pour new wine into
used wineskins, for the skins will burst, the wine will pour out,
and the skins will be ruined. Instead, new wine is poured into
fresh wineskins, and both will keep in good condition.”

Even as Jesus finished speaking, Jairus, an official
of the synagogue arrived, knelt before him, and told him, “My
daughter is extremely ill; close to death. But come and place your
hands on her, and she will live.”

Jesus looked at the man, amazed at his faith. He
wiped his lips with the edge of his sleeve, and stood. “I will do
as you say.”

He glanced at his disciples, including Matthew, and
they came to their feet as one man, ready to follow wherever he
might go.

Sarai, an attractive, dark haired woman, had lived in
Capernaum her entire life. She had never been married, however, and
was now thirty-three years old. She was so humiliated by her unwed
status she had often considered suicide as an escape from her
shame.

However, this was not her only problem.

In fact, her greatest difficulty was the cause of her
status as a spinster.

For twelve years now, she had been discharging
vaginal blood. And the mortification of her lack of marriage
partner was far out shadowed by the disgrace and indignity of her
malady. Every spare penny she made as a seamstress had been spent
on doctors and remedies, with not the slightest improvement. The
flow was a part of her being, a hateful companion in everything she
attempted.

Yet recently, her low spirits had been ameliorated
somewhat by a sense of hope…

For there was a newcomer to the town with a very
strange aura about him.

Sarai had not yet met him— she had only a small
circle of acquaintances as it was— a few regular clients, the lady
from whom she purchased her meagre provisions, and the paralysed
man, Jacob, whom she had known since early adulthood; mainly, she
surmised, because they were both incapacitated and not accepted by
the other townsfolk.

And yet Martha, who had collected her new cloak from
her just this morning, had told Sarai something almost
unbelievable.

Jacob had been cured!

Was that possible? He had been paralysed all his
life, and now Martha was telling her this Jesus, the new man she
had heard of, had made Jacob completely better!

It wasn’t the first remarkable story Sarai had heard
of this prophet either. At the lakeside, where the women gathered
to collect water, Sarai had overheard talk of Jesus having healed a
man with leprosy. Plus, what about the Roman officer’s servant,
raised from his sickbed? That, too, had happened in this very
place!

And more! Hadn’t Martha also told her some garbled
story of how Jesus had returned from across the lake earlier this
morning, having driven demons out of some madmen, and sending the
evil spirits into a herd of swine? Some of the men had told Martha
the two men were completely sane afterwards, but that the
townspeople had begged Jesus to leave the territory, so he had
returned by boat to Capernaum.

Well, thought Sarai, if I see Jacob and he’s really
healed, I will believe everything I’ve been told.

Despite her weakened state, Sarai decided she would
walk around the town until she came across Jacob himself. She would
start at the house where he was kept by a kind relative, and see if
he was still in bed or not.

When Sarai arrived at the old woman’s house, she was
told that Jacob wasn’t there.

“Have you not heard, my dear? Jacob
is healed! He is with Jesus, the man who made him well!”

Sarai looked at the old crone speechlessly. After a
few moments, she cried, “Where? Where can I find them?”

“At the synagogue, I should
imagine, dear.”

Wondering if she could make it as far as the
synagogue without being shamed by a flow of blood, Sarai thanked
the woman, and with joy filling her heart, she started north
towards the house of worship.

But when she got near, she was amazed to see a crowd
of people there. Two men seemed to be the centre of attention, and
she drew as close as she could to them where they stood on the
entrance steps to the building. They seemed, however, uninterested
in making their way in.

“This way, sir!” Jairus said to the
stranger, whom Sarai took to be the Jesus everyone was talking
about. Oh, if only she could get closer! This crowd was all around
them now!

Then Sarai’s attention became riveted on someone
else.

Jacob!

He was standing near the stranger— standing! Hopping
from one foot to the other!

Jacob! Smiling expectantly, excited about something
the two men were planning. Oh, it was so good to see Jacob
smiling!

So it was true— Jacob had been healed! By this
Jesus…

And as Sarai returned her wondrous gaze to the tall
stranger with the mesmeric green eyes, she believed.

“Just two streets up now,” Jairus
urged further.

Sarai knew she must act now. She knew where Jairus’
house was, and whatever the men were planning to do there, it would
take but a minute or two to reach the place. With this crowd
following, she, Sarai, might lose any chance of getting close to
Jesus again.

Determinedly, she wriggled herself towards the head
of the procession.

“If I just touch his clothes,” she
whispered to herself, “I will get well.”

With a final effort, she pushed forward and stretched
out her right hand. She touched Jesus’ cloak, and in the next
instant, she knew the bleeding had stopped. She knew, too, that she
was healed of her trouble— permanently. At that moment, she caught
sight of Jacob again, and she gave him a beatific smile.

However, Jesus had stopped in his tracks.

He had turned.

“Who touched my clothes?” he
demanded.

Sarai quaked. As soon as he caught her glance, she
realised, Jesus would know she was the guilty one.

However, one of his disciples seemed to be coming to
her rescue. “You see how the people are crowding you; why do you
ask who touched you?”

However, to Sarai’s horror, Jesus wasn’t placated by
this, and kept looking around to see who had done it. She felt
frantic; hunted. Oh, how could she have been so stupid?

Trembling with fear, her every instinct telling her
not to approach this holy man; to run for her life, she came and
knelt at his feet in total subjugation.

“Sir, I am so sorry. It was me who
touched your cloak. I hoped you would heal me of my bleeding, which
has not stopped for twelve years. And now, it has stopped! But
please forgive me.”

Incredibly, Jesus was smiling at her.

“My daughter, your faith has made
you well. Go in peace, and be healed of your trouble.”

How, she thought, could she go in peace? How could
she go at all? She wanted to follow this man for the rest of her
life!

Fortunately, though, the crowd’s attention was
immediately diverted from her to some messengers from Jairus’
household.

“Your daughter has died, Jairus,”
they told him sadly. “Why bother the Teacher any
longer?”

Sarai knew the little girl. She was twelve years old—
had been born in the same year Sarai’s bleeding had begun.

Sarai looked at Jesus to see what he would do now.
She was awestruck by his next words.

“Don’t be afraid, only believe,” he
said quietly to the bereaved father. Then he called Peter, James
and John to him, forbidding anyone else to follow but
Jairus.

They were gone some time, and most of the crowd had
dispersed by the time Jesus and his disciples returned. But Sarai
took James aside at the first opportunity and begged him to tell
her what happened to the little girl.

James looked reluctant to tell her, but he saw her
concern and, perhaps because of her earlier courage, whispered,
“The Master brought her back to life!”

 


 


 


Slippery Slope




 


Gossamer unicorns— books bound in gold

Dolphins a-wing on the tales of old

Angel who’s fallen and lexis unfold

But with them, I’ll bring you my heart

 


 


Ebony Boyne had never been overenthusiastic about the
parents God or Fate had chosen for her. She was a gifted child, and
with early insight, she had been puzzled where she had gained her
intelligence from. One of her grandparents, certainly, because her
mom and dad just didn’t cut it as progenitors of wisdom.

Sadly, she had never met her grandparents, though.
All four of them had died in the Second World War. Thomas Boyne and
Joyce Smith had met in a London orphanage, and had married as soon
as they legally could, after spending their childhoods and high
school years together.

All very romantic, conceded Ebony. But why had they
waited until their forties to have children— a child, rather? And
why only one? Didn’t they, of all people, realise how lonely an
only child could be? Especially with parents of such advanced
age?

In her teens, Ebony had discovered the dangers of
late motherhood, and considered it miraculous she hadn’t been born
malformed, or Mongoloid at the very least. How stupid could two
people be?

And as if that wasn’t enough, they had to christen
her with an anagram of their own ridiculous surname! For heaven’s
sake, only black girls could suit the name Ebony, surely? Her hair
was a shimmering black, but Ebony was fairly certain it would have
been a lot fairer at birth.

No, it must have been some ancestor who passed on the
brains gene, for it sure as nuts didn’t come from Tommy or Joycie,
as they called each other. Cute. Real cute!

It seemed to Ebony that Thomas had done only two
intelligent things in his life. Firstly, he had brought his new
bride out to Australia, although where he’d found the courage to do
it, Ebony could only conjecture— he was the least adventurous man
she had ever met. She had, however, spent a year in England as an
exchange student, and could quite see why anyone would want to
emigrate from there.

The second bright thing he had done was paying off
the mortgage on their home in Manly Beach, Sydney, although she
suspected that was merely the natural result of his lack of daring,
plus the passage of twenty years in the same mundane job as a
shipping clerk.

Joyce didn’t seem to have had employment ever,
content to housekeep and attend occasional WI meetings. Their
common interests were Bridge, reading, television, crosswords, and
the occasional dinner party at home with a few friends, whom Ebony
found even more boring than Tom and Joyce themselves. Once a week,
her parents went to a restaurant together. They had previously
taken Ebony along too, until she had made it quite clear
fourteen-year-olds were just not interested in such intimacies with
grownups in their late fifties.

Finally, though, the time came for Ebony to attend
university. She was only sixteen, but had been awarded a
scholarship for her entire course, whichever she decided upon.

She had toyed with the idea of becoming a surgeon,
but the notion of getting up in the middle of the night to carry
out emergency operations on drunk drivers, drug freaks and stab
wound victims entirely dissuaded her. Architecture also interested
her, but she realised that could prove far more mundane and
repetitive than one imagined. She saw with mature insight computers
were the technological vehicle essential in all fields, worldwide.
She would become a computer engineer. She graduated Cum Laude four
years later, and secured a position in one of Sydney’s top five IT
firms.

With her very first paycheque, she put down a deposit
to lease her own apartment, within walking distance of her office
block, and moved from the parental home. Ebony had obtained her
driver’s licence whilst still at university, and after working for
five months, bought a second hand car for cash. And on her
twenty-first birthday, she purchased, with a twenty percent deposit
and a mortgage bond, the flat she had been renting.

Visits to her parents were infrequent and grudgingly
made. She had been careful not to give them her home address, and
they had eventually given up offering to visit her. They might not
be too bright, reflected Ebony, but they had finally got the
message.

So, with her parents no longer dominating her life, a
home of her own, transport, and a bright career ahead of her, Ebony
thought that she had her life pretty much in shape. Oh, a lot of
girls, she was well aware, would imagine life totally incomplete
without a steady boyfriend. But to Ebony, this was unimportant. She
was attractive enough, without being outright beautiful, and she
had found no difficulty in securing partners for high school dances
or functions at university.

Yet she had never been intimate with any of them,
and— horror of horrors— was still a virgin, even though she would
be turning twenty-two in three months’ time. In the back of her
mind, she knew this was almost unheard of for a healthy, attractive
female. Nevertheless, it didn’t bother her in the least. At the
right time, she would take the plunge— but not yet. She wasn’t even
convinced she was heterosexual, come to that.

All she knew at the moment was she wasn’t ready for
any kind of relationship. There was too much to do, to get bogged
down at this stage. First and foremost on her agenda was to travel,
which her father and mother had never done— apart from the
steamship from England to Sydney. And there they had stopped, not
interested in even seeing the east coast, let alone the rest of
Australia, or Europe. They had settled in Manly Beach, and hadn’t
even caught the ferry across the harbour more than two or three
times. They had never owned a car, and used the free bus service to
get to the shops. Pathetic really. And soon they would be too old
to travel anywhere, even if they wanted to.

So to Ebony, getting to know the world was of utmost
priority. She had already been sent to Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth,
Adelaide and Christchurch, New Zealand on business, and had had the
time to explore these cities whilst there. She had been
accommodated in top class hotels, and now had the taste for wider
experience of the world. During a couple of her vacations at
varsity she had been invited by a rather bohemian bunch to travel
in a mobile caravan up to the Gold Coast to surf, and she had
enjoyed that tremendously. The furthest she had been with her
parents, though, had been to a rented beach cottage, not twenty
miles from Manly Beach. Every year, once a year, throughout her
childhood, Tom and Joyce had taken her to the same sorry place with
its single supply store and dilapidated guest cottages.

Shelly Towers was a work colleague of Ebony’s, and,
when Ebony suggested that she and Shelly take a trip overseas
together, her idea was greeted with enthusiasm. Shelly was an
outgoing blonde with no current ties, and she thought a trip to
Europe was an excellent idea.

“When? Where? Cool!” was her
immediate response.

“I was thinking Spain, France,
maybe even North Africa— Egypt. Forget England, though. Been there.
Done that.”

“Hey, Ebony! You say. I haven’t
been anywhere! So I don’t know what’s good or bad.”

“You mean you’ll leave it to me to
decide?” queried Ebony.

“Sure, why not? Just tell me how
much it will cost.”

 


* * *

 


They had arrived in Cairo shattered from the flight.
Their tour guide had booked them into the Cairo Sheraton, a
five-star, twin-towered complex overlooking the Nile. The bed in
the lovely bedroom was large enough for three people, and that
first night, they sprawled out on it and slept until almost midday.
They were scheduled to start their tour the following day, so both
Shelly and Ebony were glad of the respite. They spent the afternoon
relaxing by the pool, before bathing and going down for an early
dinner in one of the numerous restaurants.

They were famished, and tucked into the Turkish-style
fare with relish. They shared a bottle of red wine— a fine Shiraz—
and were feeling well satisfied as they decided to have an early
night to get over their remaining jetlag.

“I’m still feeling a bit drained,”
admitted Shelly, as she pasted her toothbrush. “And we’ve got a
hectic day tomorrow, judging from the itinerary.”

“Yeah, I know.” Ebony sat on the
edge of the bath, awaiting her turn at the basin. She added
excitedly, “But tomorrow we see the pyramids, and I’ve always
wanted to see Giza, and also the Egyptian museum!”

With innate Australian brashness, Shelly had
discarded all her clothing and leaped naked under the covers before
Ebony had discarded her shoes. It seemed coy not to do the same.
The bed was so massive; it almost invited them to be as comfortable
as possible. When Ebony eased herself into bed on the other side,
there was still a respectable distance between them.

“Have you ever seen a bed like
this?” asked Shelly with a laugh, turning to face her
friend.

Ebony smiled. “It’s something else, isn’t it? They
must make the bedding especially for it.”

Shelly took the edge of the duvet in her right hand
and examined it. The movement exposed her breasts briefly, and
Ebony felt her breath catch. The blonde girl was certainly
beautiful, with an extraordinary body, as Ebony had noticed at the
pool that afternoon— deeply tanned, with the tight, catlike
musculature of the expert swimmer.

And for the first time, Ebony began to wonder to
herself whether there had been a deeper reason for suggesting their
trip than mere travelling companionship. The idea fascinated, yet
at the same time, slightly repulsed her. Was it at all
possible…?

It didn’t take long to find out.

Just as she was about to drift off to sleep, she felt
Shelly stirring, easing closer to her.

Then, in a low whisper, she heard, “Are you still
awake, Ebony?”

Before she could reply, she felt Shelly’s hand on her
hip, her warm breath in her ear.

Ebony gave a slight grunt in response, but did not
move, neither away from, nor yet towards the other girl. However,
her initial tensing at the unaccustomed contact was now relaxed,
and Shelly sensed it. The hand moved slightly, onto Ebony’s bare
midriff, waiting there, as if anticipating an angered reaction.
Ebony remained motionless. It was a difficult task, for her blood
was coursing through her like a raging river. Shelly’s long blonde
hair brushed Ebony’s cheek.

“I just wanted to say thank you,”
Shelly breathed into her ear. “Thank you for asking me to come with
you, Ebony.”

Without thinking about it, Ebony covered the hand on
her stomach with her own. There was an immediate response. Ebony
felt her companion’s warm body press against her back and buttocks.
Shelly’s lips briefly touched her ear, the hot breath feeling like
a summer’s breeze right inside, seemingly caressing her mind. Ebony
instinctively pushed backwards with her hips, and Shelly gave what
sounded like a sigh of relief.
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