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Under The Wing of the Valkyrie


The cart rumbles toward you. It is a long way off, in the shadow of tall trees lining the narrow lane. The sun is gentle, golden. It is lovely out; a still, warm, Autumn afternoon. There is plenty of time. Time today is mellow. Liquid. It flows by on gentle conversation. Women are talking softly. They murmur of the past, when you all were happy, when there were only long, bright summers.


Suddenly he is here. The old man hunched on his cart, his horse brown and strong. You step aside to allow him to pass, but he raises his head and he looks at you. He is lean, his face is lined by seasons uncountable. And his eyes, oh, his eyes are ice.


“I am for you,” he says quietly.


You are frozen. He expertly hastens his horse; a twist, a plunge and you are on the cart. It rattles and swerves. The women murmur in alarm, then they are gone.


You are home again. Your childhood home. Fragrances, sounds of long ago rush to greet you. Your hair is long and thick. You run along the hall with pleasure on strong, young limbs. I run with you. We laugh, we clasp hands and together we leap across the threshold into the summer garden beyond. We never touch Earth again.


I spread wide my wings and together we fly. The mists draw in around us and you are afraid. You move closer to my side. I am strong. I can fly forever. ‘With me you will be safe,’ I tell you. ‘It will be alright now,’ I say, and you are comforted.


The mist lightens. You look ahead with joy dawning. You begin to fly alone; you don’t notice as you leave me.


I cannot pass through the mist as you do. I do not see what you see. I call ‘Farewell,’ but you do not hear me, your face is set into the light.


You who were mortal, now have left your earthly bonds behind. But I, who am Valkyrie, must return to the edge.


Sometimes those whom you leave behind, refusing to let you go, reach for you and are brushed by my dark wing. Touched then, by the airless mists, their earth bound feet falter, and they curse me. Yet I am no hounding harbinger of death, I am just the messenger. I must always answer the call to carry another through these mists.


And they must stay, to go on. A time of reckoning will come. Sooner, or perhaps later, but it always comes. Those touched by the Valkyrie’s wing must find their own resolution. For the journey is never over.

 




Valyrie's Vigil

Edward Robert Hughes
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At the Oasis






She asked for a refill of coffee and waited, watching the busy lunch time crowd. ‘The Oasis’ was humming to a rhythm all of its own. Suddenly she missed an entire beat. A face. There in the crowd by the door. Was it?


The blonde hair had grown back again, thick and curly. Dusty light falling through stained glass panels over the door, lit it like a halo. And beneath the halo, that craggy, heroic face with its overhanging brows and deep laugh lines in parenthesis around an incongruously gentle mouth. Unmistakable. He spoke. She heard his voice through the murmur of the crowd and it thrilled her as ever. He gave his order to one of the brothers behind the bar, Dutch accents silky and thick. So he had been over to Holland again? And now he was back. Just as she was about to go. Of course.


He stepped away from the bar and glanced about the throng. His face toward her now, she saw familiar eyes, still as the surface of deep, deep water. Much was behind those eyes, so much information snapped up and stored away in that restless brain. Anna had spent many hours gazing into them as a teenager. How many years ago? They met now - her earth brown and his sea blue eyes - across the crowded cafe and he flinched with his whole frame. Ben!


The same brother materialized at her side with the coffee. He glanced along her line of gaze and saw Ben, saw Anna, saw drama teetering ready at the edge of the stage. He was at once keenly interested. He knew people. He observed them every day. They came to his restaurant for shoarma, but they often got so much more than that. He had witnessed many an intrigue develop at the ‘Oasis’. It was Fate. Allah had ordained that appointments with destiny should be made in his humble cafe. Now here was an appointment for this woman with the sad, dark eyes. She was a regular, always came in with the art crowd. He collected plates and wiped the surface of a table, his fingers never leaving the pulse of the cafe, and he watched them, Anna and Ben. How would she use this appointment? Would the curtain rise for romance? Comedy? Or tragedy?


Wading neck deep against a current of reawakened emotion, Anna made her way, somehow, to the small room at the back, carrying her coffee. She felt sea blue eyes throwing out hooks to hold her, to haul her back. At least to turn around. But she didn’t. Couldn’t!


She collapsed onto a cushion behind the long low table, plonked the cup down, and landing elbows bonily beside it, stared into her coffee. Thick, black, and strong. Peter lazily moved himself around to observe her profile. She was white. He thought he understood. It was the leaving. He quietly blew cigarette smoke into the air away from the table, towards the doorway and Ben was there standing huge and solid. He carried his shoarma unhappily, as though he wanted to suddenly drop it and run. He looked like a man who had just walked into someone else’s bedroom by mistake, carrying a regrettable plate of shoarma.


But this was a public restaurant. He was in the right place. It was Peter that shouldn’t be there, she thought illogically. Or if only there were other people in the room to cushion Ben and herself. This must look like a private party. He must be thinking that Peter and she . . . well that couldn’t be further from the truth. She must speak to him. Yes of course, after all this time, naturally she should rise up off the cushion, cross the floor, and say ‘hello’. She watched him walk resignedly to one of the tables lining the wall nearest the doorway. He walked with his Father’s way, now. He had grown heavier, and looked so much like his Father. Funny, the two never used to get along that well when Ben and Anna were teenagers.


But she didn’t get up. Her knees refused to function. Blood pounded through a vein in her neck, impairing her hearing, her breathing. This was ridiculous. She told herself she would wait until she had calmed down, and until he had finished eating; let him have his meal in peace at least. He probably didn’t even want her to speak to him. Not after that hysterical letter she sent. Was it seven years ago?


They had met again in a Fire Station cafeteria in Auckland. He was lean and hungry looking, had fashionably shaved his head, and she slim and young, her long hair free, her marriage on the rocks. He had remembered how she took her coffee. They had not spoken for seven years then, either. How strange, seven years and seven years. Ridiculous coincidence.


He had made her coffee, weak and black with a dash of salt. She had felt a rush of happiness at his having remembered, and he had gazed down at her with a sudden rush of wanting written all over his face. In five years of marriage, John had never remembered how she took her coffee, never looked at her as Ben did, then. She decided then and there to leave her husband.


Ben wrote to her twice after that. Short letters, like poems. Impressions expressed elegantly, trimmed of all unnecessary words, showing her vivid glimpses of a young bachelor’s life in the city. It had all sounded so exciting. Nothing at all like her boring, married old lady life out in the sticks with two kids to raise, the cows to milk, hens to feed, butter to churn. What had happened to their reckless and free student days? Scuba diving off the Islands in the bay; lost out on the lake on a raft; flying along dusty rally roads.


In Auckland she and Ben would meet for lunch in a disused room at the top of a skyscraper, sitting on the floor gazing across the harbour to Rangitoto Island, or eat their sandwiches on the wharf, feeding tomatoes to their special fish, ‘Throbmorton - remember Throbmorton?’ she’d written. ‘Whatever happened to Throbmorton?’


He’d written back ‘ThroGmorton. Dunno. Guess he got caught by a Japanese trawler, probably eaten by a bigger fish. These things happen, Anna. Everyone moves on, you know,’ he’d said.


She had felt his impatience with her. He’d been cruel in the flippancy of his replies. So she plunged. She’d taken up the pen and written and written.


‘. . all such a mistake’. The confusion of having children too young and abandoning her studies, the constant feeling of being misunderstood by John, misunderstood and unloved. So lonely in her prison farm house where she saw no one but the children, the animals, and late at night, this drunken husband. ‘John drank a lot’ she wrote passionately, ‘I only ever really loved you, Ben. There could never be anyone else.’ She confessed she’d hoped and prayed that somehow, Ben would find her and rescue her. He would sweep her up into his arms take her away from her misery. And there! She’d walked into that Fire Station in Auckland, and destiny had awakened. She would leave John immediately.


But Ben never replied to the passionate confessions, the naked exposure of a human soul under torture. Hardly surprising, Anna drooped lower toward her coffee, perhaps to drown there in humiliation. What was going through Ben’s mind at this moment? she wondered. Was he recalling that last letter word for word, as she was? She risked a quick look. He was consuming his shoarma with the dedication of one who is eating because he has paid for the meal. In spite of the heavy awkwardness smothering the room. Anna realised there had been a long silence.


Rousing herself, she looked at Peter. He was observing her from behind his smoke cloud, with that self satisfied look on his face that said he was so good at reading people.


“Sorry, Peter. Miles away,” she said.


He nodded sagely, the silver earring in his ear jangling faintly.


“Only two weeks now till you fly away from us, Anna. Going to miss some things about windy old Wellington aren’t you?” he said, kindly. “ ‘Oasis’ Turkish coffee for instance.”


She smiled in agreement, and drank it down. It was almost cold, ruined. Peter spoke to her about his latest design project, he was trying to distract her. She answered fragmentedly. She wished he would move aside or something. Vanish. Or at least allow her to crawl out from behind the table, so she could cross the floor to Ben’s table and say . . . and say . . . . what would she say?


‘I’m sorry about the letter. It was stupid and unfair of me to burden you with all that emotional palaver. Life’s great now, it all turned out for the best.


‘No, that’s not what she wanted to say at all. She wanted to say:


‘God, you look great!’


She looked at him again. Twice seven years ago she had been hanging around with Vincent. Then she met Ben and Vincent was instant history. Anna immediately left Wellington and Vincent, for Auckland and Ben. It had been the happiest two years of her life. Perhaps the happiest for Ben too? But he wanted to travel, and Anna wanted to return to University in Wellington, so they parted. A clean break was best they said. Who had said that? Surely not Anna. But it had been Anna, hadn’t it? Clean break is best. Ben’s mother telephoned her and begged her to reconsider. There was a good University in Auckland too. “Don’t go.”


She’d said the words her son was too proud to say. But Anna left Ben.


Now Anna was leaving New Zealand. She sighed. So Vincent was flying in from Amsterdam in ten days, and after all these years they would reunite. They were older now, and much more Sensible. They both had careers and were lonely as hell and needed to settle down, they said. Who better in this modern age of infidelity and deception, than the first of love’s dawning trust? The oldest and the best. The safest, they said. Who had said? Yes, Anna had said. At least, Vincent had been faithful before.


So they were to marry in Amsterdam. And now, into ‘The Oasis’ walked Ben! She laughed at the irony. She felt the gods laughing too.


“Peter, help me,” she said quietly. Peter almost didn’t hear. “I am at the biggest cross roads of my life and I’m scared.”


Peter stared.


“You see, I know him.” They both looked at Ben. “I must apologize to him for something. For a letter I wrote many years ago.”


“Well how should I help?” said Peter, annoyed he’d missed the whole point of Anna’s mood after all. “You have to do yourself, what ever it is you have to do,” he said, but he didn’t budge as Anna made to crawl past him.


Her arms and legs were so leaden, and so slow. All the plans she’d made to leave the country were already in motion; they pressed down on her. Vincent was reaching across the seas toward her, throwing a net around her and pulling her back down. She began to struggle beneath the net, scrabbling with her high leather boots amongst the rich tapestry cushions on the floor, struggling to rise.


Ben finished and was leaving. He stepped down through the doorway with the same leaden slowness upon him. She felt it across the room. He had wanted to speak to her too, then. Oh what fools people were. What fools! She slid her boot free from the cushions, finally, and stood up, uselessly. He’d gone. She felt relieved. And what cowards they all were! She and Vince were cowards, marrying for safety. She and Ben were cowards. How could they sit in the same room for half an hour and not speak to one another! Why hadn’t she? Would it have been so dangerous, then?


Yes. Yes it would have been. She closed her eyes and felt his breath upon her face, felt his strong hand tangled in her hair, pulling her head back for the long kiss, felt his nearness, his compelling closeness. The room began to slowly spin sideways and she opened her eyes quickly before she fainted.


“Stood up too quickly, old girl,” said Peter helpfully. And placing his hand at her elbow, he guided her through the cafe. At the door she turned for one last glimpse of the Turkish brother that always brought her coffee, a farewell smile and wave at the ready. But by some strange trick of the light his face was in shadow, she could not meet his eyes. An inexplicable foreboding struck deep and cold into her heart. She stepped out of the ‘Oasis’ into the sharp Wellington sunshine, chilled by an appalling sense of loss.


Traffic clattered and roared in a great body of sound, violent in contrast to the gentle intimacy of the cafe. Wind slammed through upper Cuba Street, bringing all the special smells from that bright, tangled and decaying part of the city, and high overhead in the empty Pacific sky, a flash of silver wings. Vincent would be here in a few days. All would go on as planned. There would be no disturbance, no awkward interruption of the plans now.


A lonely figure walked heavily into the wind, shaggy head bowed, big hands limp at his sides. Anna felt her heart lurch to her mouth. She threw up her hand, she wanted to call out, but the wind flattened her hair against her face and she lost sight of him.


Then he was gone.


“See you in seven years?” she whispered to the empty street.
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Life in the Wall



Runner up in Book Place & Real Writers International short fiction prize 2002., UK.


’.. A compulsive read that left me thinking about the characters lives ..’


-Judges comment




“Thank you sir, enjoy the film.”


He flicked an unseeing smile at a faceless patron. His hands continued in their oblivious rhythm, tearing off tickets, sliding them under the glass, tossing the change into the cash drawer, and reaching for the next.


Amyl reached for the next. A slip of paper appeared in his hands. ‘Help me I’m being followed,’ it read. In English. He leaned forward to look through the glass. A small tense figure hunched beneath a hood, and if he’d had any warning, he never would have searched for her eyes. But he did. He looked under the hood and his life would never be the same again.


Snow coloured eyes, startling in a face as beautiful and pale as a Siberian dawn, compelled him to leave the known Universe, demanded he rearrange the laws of Nature for her. He nodded. Of course he would - if he could just get his feet firmly back onto the earth, first. His hands gave her a ticket to the gallery.


After half time and the usual punters had all given him cheek about starting the film without sound, and had stubbed out their cigarettes anywhere but the ashtrays and had finally sauntered back into the theatre, he saw the boss off home with the takings, and said goodnight to the usherette. Alone at last, he cleaned up the foyer with unseemly speed, locked the cashier’s cubby and the front door at the run, then took the stairs to the gallery two at a time. Like a shadow he haunted the aisles, searching row by row for the fugitive. She wasn’t there.


He returned to the silent, red and brown foyer and stared out into the night, frowning. Across the street a lighter flared. A cigarette end glowed and was shielded, glowed. Amyl sensed the cold predatory nature of the watcher, emanating toward him in waves through the darkness. The night was chill, the street empty. A sheet of newspaper lifted on a stray breeze and resettled in the gutter, and Amyl and the unseen watcher faced each other, motionless.


Soon the film would finish, the theatre would drain of humanity, and Amyl would rewind the reels, and set up tomorrow’s matinee. Then he would check the fire doors, clear up the theatre, flush the loos and turn down the heating. Finally he would switch off the lights, and putting out the rubbish, would lock up and go home. Same as every night. Watcher would wait until then.


Amyl felt the weight of the theatre, crouching above him like a tired old friend, huge toothless and grey. Behind the gallery was a disused restaurant, draped in cobwebs and dust; beyond that, an ancient office filled with decades of film posters and pre-war office equipment. Museum pieces really. And beyond the office was a storage room with a door behind which a flight of narrow stairs led to a cavernous attic the size of the entire theatre. This ramshackle old theatre could provide cover for twenty fugitives and no-one would know. Amyl knew. Casually he turned and climbed the stairs again, following a hunch.


Uncertain light from the big screen stabbed erratically through gaps in the wall, sending jagged patterns over the sad clutter of the abandoned cafe. He walked to the middle of the room and noted a table was missing its carpet. Squinting, he located the table rug lying against the skirting like a big moth.


“The front is being watched,” he said in English, speaking quietly into the dimness. “Probably the back too. I’ll come for you after I’ve locked up, there’s another way out.”


The moth shape was still. He wasn’t sure she’d heard.


“Alright?”


Slowly, a white hand pulled down the edge of the rug revealing just enough face. She blinked, once. He nodded and left.


Amyl read people the way some read the paper; expressionless, gleaning the pith from the page at a glance. He could tell all sorts of things about them from the way they approached him at the bar, or how they entered the darkened theatre, how they emerged. He could tell their Nationality, usually, just by looking at them, and he could tell which side of the law they were on. The moth on the floor in the abandoned cafe was from underground - neither one side nor the other, but from somewhere shady in between. Amyl knew about ‘between.’


He took his time, and it was late when he went back to the restaurant, carrying an usherette’s dark-torch. The moth hadn’t moved. When he came into the room, she pulled herself up against the wall, leaving a dark patch on the floor, like an old Lada parked on the same spot for a day.


“You’re hurt. Can you climb?”


She hesitated before nodding once, sharply. He thought about the route across the rooftops. There was only one really steep one, but together they should manage it.


“Come on,” he said, barely above a whisper.


She followed silently, clutching the table rug. She didn’t ask him anything, simply trusted him. Perhaps she’d thought about it in the dark and realized she didn’t have a lot of choice. Perhaps she was too badly hurt to think at all?


They stepped out of the attic window onto the wide gutter that dropped in stages to a point where they could step onto the Argentinean’s roof. Amyl helped her over the icy tiles quietly and steadily, almost carrying her, until finally he lowered her, semi-consciousness, through his own roof window, her teeth clattering. The window levered open above his workbench and she stumbled amongst bits of computer, diskettes and tools. Warmth slammed into them and he just caught her as she passed out. He lay her gently onto his bed, tugging the cafe rug out from under her.


Switching on the reading light he saw she had fine, short blonde hair, there was mud plastered in it around her ear and on the side of her face. She wore black combat clothes, the pockets had been slashed open and emptied, and the fisherman’s rib jersey was wet. He lifted it gingerly and saw two things that made him catch his breath. One was the rim of an empty gun holster concealed at her right hip, the other was a livid bullet hole just above her waist. He exhaled slowly. She was cold and shocked and had probably lost a lot of blood. He felt chilled along his own spine; he knew what had to be done. Easing the wet jersey and hooded t-shirt in one over her head, he slid them off her arms. Dark blood smeared her skin where the clothing touched. Covering her quickly with the thick duvet, he ran shakily down the spiral to wash his hands and to think.


Amyl lived in a wall.


It had been an alley for hundreds of years, until the murder. Kleinsteen alley had run from Jorisstraat to the back street, but after a fire, rebuilding had closed it off in the middle and it became a dead end. Someone was murdered there one dark night, so the owner of number seventy, Hr D, extended the facade of his house, walling it up. He roofed it over, put in a side door from his entrance and kept bicycles and old tins of paint in there. Then someone must have talked him into giving the place electricity and water and he found he could stuff a student in it above the bicycles, and make some money out of the old alley. Rotterdam students will live anywhere, even in a wall.


The whole thing was thirteen metres long by two metres wide and actually made quite a comfortable bed-sit. With a modern bathroom one end, a galley kitchen, and sleeping-sofa area at the front, it was compact and functional - like a house boat. But the authorities wanted a lot of money to give the wall legal address, and even students must have a proper address to collect their study grants, so it had lain empty for a time. Until the Theatre boss found his son had been keeping Amyl like a pet in the attic, teaching him Dutch, teaching him how to run the projector, raising him culturally on movies - feeding him. The boss and Hr. D were old friends.


The large roof window is the only window, because the wall is secret. So is Amyl. He has no legal status. He doesn’t exist. Only in that which never was, and never will be, yet is, does he live.


Amyl worked ‘black’ in the theatre six nights a week and returned to the wall to sleep until midday. Then he repaired computers for friends of the boss and Hr. D until it was time to go to the theatre again. He didn’t attract attention to himself, didn’t smoke or drink, never went out - except to shop. He cooked for his friends on Mondays. He was paid in cash, and he paid cash each month to Hr. D. If their arrangement were discovered, Hr. D and the boss would get into trouble with the authorities and be fined enough money for an average man to retire to the Caribbean. Secrecy suited them all.


Amyl put in the metal library stair. The spiral opened up the attic, which he lined with polystyrene. He custom-built a bed across one end and ran a work bench along the wall. He built in cupboards and shelves everywhere, and on the main floor, he painted an oversized window onto the street end wall.


He changed the scene beyond this window from time to time so that sometimes he and his friends dined beside a view of snow capped mountains, or gazed across the rolling dunes of Yemen dust where he’d grown up. Recently, for a laugh, he painted the street outside, with himself and his friends in the shoarma shop opposite - something that could never happen in reality. Amyl was married to a Dutch tourist when he was sixteen. His father entrusted her with a lot of money to smuggle him to Holland - ten years ago - and he’d not seen her, nor his family since. Nor the money. But he’d become used to life in the wall. It worked.


He lit the gas and put a pot of water on to boil. It worked because for eight years he never brought strangers home. He dumped her gear under the shower. Water pounded the huddled clothes with the sound of determinedly ripping canvas, the tiles ran dark. Cutting the stream so the pipe thumped, he snatched towels and his first aid box from the cupboard and ran lightly upstairs with them, returning with his newest computer tools. He dropped the fine nib instruments into the boiling water, letting them bubble for five pacing minutes. Then he carried the pot and a bottle of vodka upstairs. The girl was still completely out. He positioned his working lamp over the bed and inspected the wound in the bright light.


A sudden vision flashed harsh and raw, of his mother picking flak out of his baby sister. Myra screamed and screamed, but their mother just held her down and extracted tiny pieces of metal from the torn flesh with her vanity tweezers, face rigid. She just did what had to be done. He looked at the small body anonymous beside him on his bed, and felt the tickle of sweat under his arms, a hot dampness on his lip.


He’d been living in the wall too long - gotten soft.


He broke the seal and tipped vodka into his palm and scrubbed his hands together over the rolled towels. Then he fished the magnetic forceps out of the pot, waved them in the air to cool a little. Biting down on his lip he held the wound open with a blunt sided probe. The bullet had wedged near the surface. It glinted like a slippery black eye staring up at him with concentrated malevolence. Probably hit a rib; luckily, or it would have ripped into something internal and vital. Holding his breath, he groped for the eye with the forceps and feeling it respond to the magnetic tug, steadily drew the bullet out. It came out in one. He dropped it and the tools into the pot with a plunking clatter. Blood welled up in the wound. He splashed a lid of vodka around it and the liquid bubbled pink. Snatching up a gauze dressing, he staunched the flow.


The girl stirred and moaned. He felt the muscles in her back tense, her knee jerked upward as though in memory of the need to flee, then she was still again. He felt relieved she’d remained insensible throughout the operation. The gauze soaked red. He replaced it once, twice. Finally the bleeding slowed enough for him to gently pull the wound closed. He clamped it together with two butterfly clamps, dressed it, and firmly bound her round the middle with a broad bandage. He felt her ribs like chicken bones under his hands, she was so fine. It caused him a strange, choking pain.


Carefully, he slid her arms into an old soft shirt of his, and removed her boots and trousers. Then lying her gently onto her left side, he covered her firmly with the duvet and stood, watching her breathe. She looked so pale against the white pillow, she seemed to hardly be there at all. Like the fragment of a dream, captured on celluloid. He gently stroked her hair with his finger tips. Poor little Siberian moth. He felt a surge of sudden strength, as though he had sprouted wings to spread over her. Huge powerful wings that could carry them both far away from this narrow edge. His heart pounded. The blood had left his head and he felt dizzy.


Leaving the vodka and a glass beside the bed, he switched off the lights and took everything downstairs. He made coffee and washed her clothes and hung them to dry. Then he showered, and taking a blanket he lay on the sofa knowing he was far too over-wrought to sleep. He put his mug of coffee on the floor beside him and rested his eyes for a moment.


The trapdoor opening startled him awake. Hr. D appeared up through the floor to his waist, one arm cocked above him, holding the trapdoor. Daylight flooded up behind him, bringing a busy clatter and hum from the street outside.


“Hi,” he said and slung two market bags onto the floor. “Bread, olives, feta and some fruit for you. Plain clothes chaps have lost someone and they’re in the area so I’m taking away the stairs. ‘Fraid you’re locked in again, chum. But it shouldn’t be for long. They’re National, not local, but still - we can’t have them snooping around what doesn’t concern them. I’ll rattle the pipes when it’s safe to use the plumbing again.”


Amyl blinked, trying to recall something.


“Thanks,” he murmured, fumbling his clothes on the floor for his wallet.


“Don’t worry, I’ll get it later. You’re free tonight aren’t you? It’s Monday.”


“Yes.”


“If the trouble’s not all settled down by tomorrow, I’ll let the boss know you won’t be in at the theatre, okay?”


“Okay. Hey!” The trapdoor had begun to descend. It paused and Hr. D’s mop of sandy curls reappeared, a faded blue eye just over the edge of the floor.


“What?”


“My friends tonight - you’d better send them away. Tell them they can uh, catch me up at the theatre later in the week.”


“Right.”


The trapdoor slammed and Amyl heard a sliding clip-click. The ceiling panel had been fitted into place, covering the tell-tale opening. Then the trap-stairs were folded up and dragged away. He was walled up like a punished monk. He shrugged. It had happened before.


Pulling on his trousers he stumbled to the bathroom and hastily used the plumbing before the sound of a flushing loo should give them all away. He made tea, put away the market food, and was contemplating the contents of the fridge when a door slammed, and a mumble of officious voices echoed as though at the bottom of a well. They were below! Closing the door softly and locating the switch, he cut the fridge motor. Taking his cup, he sat where he stood, easing his weight onto the boards slowly to prevent them creaking. He sipped his tea furtively and glanced at the spiral stair, hoping the girl would stay asleep, and a long forgotten, burning thread knotted in his gut. What the hell he had gone and done?


He must have been utterly insane to bring anyone here. Let alone a fugitive. He carefully put his tea onto the floor so he could clench anguished fists against his eyes. Eight years. For eight years everything had gone smoothly. Just one careless slip-up now, and it could all come down round his ears. He felt the enemy prowling beneath him, as though any minute the floor would become Perspex, revealing him cowering there.


If he were exposed, this life he’d stolen would be over in a flash.


Like a hermit crab, he’d backed into the wall and made it his home. Like magic, it was a grey-area beyond the bureaucratic net, a shadowy ‘between’ place in which he’d created a parallel world. Unseen from the street outside, here he had luxuries to die for: warmth, books, hobbies, trusted friends, coffee. Food! Every day! What on Earth had possessed him to jeopardize it all?


He exhaled silently, sipped his tea, then started horribly as the pipes clattered in jubilant ‘all clear.’ Tea burned his leg. How important to them was she? Would they be back?


Before he even reached the top step, the smell of the stranger accosted him. Warm blood and sweat sweltered on the still air of the attic. It was suffocating. The panic-knot twisted ruthlessly. A fugitive hiding out with an illegal alien in an illegal wall? Trouble. Big trouble. If they came back and searched more thoroughly, simply a cable detected worming its way into the wall to feed his computer could be the thread to unravel his world. Rotterdam police were notoriously impatient about this sort of thing.


He stared at the beautiful face, flushed unnaturally hot, pale hair sticking damply to her forehead. He should get rid of her. Perhaps he could smuggle her back across the roof to the theatre? Or his friend, Jos, could lose her somewhere in the myriad alleys and holes of the 20,000 dock-yards? He sighed. She would die. She could not survive there, not when injured, and certainly not in winter. He listened to her breathing. She’d surfaced from the chill, comatose state of the night before to a natural warm sleep. Too warm.


He wafted the duvet up and down to cool her. Slim, athletic legs tangled amongst the bedding, and he stooped to catch a discarded foot. In spite of his anxiety, he smiled at her toes. They were so unlike his own. So tiny, so vulnerable in the abandonment of sleep. Her foot lay easily across the palm of his hand and before he’d thought too much about it, he lifted it and kissed it just where her toes began. A pity these little feet had to get walking. He felt a stir in the room and guiltily replaced her foot beside the other one, his cheek bones brushing warm. Hastily, he crossed to the window to draw down the mesh blind that blocked out the curious, but not the light.


He was aware of another consciousness in the room. He glanced at the bed. She was lying there tense, her eyes glittering slits, observing. Remarkable, to be able to waken fully like that, and not give anything away. Training, he realized.


“You’re safe here,” he said. ‘For the moment’, he thought. Then she opened her eyes and Amyl was lost all over again.


Sleep had blurred her face with a childlike vulnerability, like the great beauties of the black and white screen, misty forever in gentle repose. But once those startling grey eyes were open, a personality was at home and the picture came into sharp focus - demanding truth, sacrifice, loyalty. She frowned slightly and moved the foot Amyl had kissed. He felt himself blush again.


“How are you feeling? There’s coffee, food?” he jerked an arm toward the spiral.


She slowly sat herself up, wincing, and glanced down at the shirt, the bandage, and then looked up at him inquiringly.


“Took it out. The bullet.”


“Thank you.”


Her voice dusted unused chords strung through his heart.


She spoke English with a perfected accent.


“And thank you for not . .” she indicated her underwear still in place.


He raised his hands, palms toward her, shaking his head. It went without saying, surely.


“You were hurt,” was what he did say.


They considered each other through the filtered light. Amyl self consciously turned his hands to his naked chest. He was not too unreasonable to look at, he supposed. He worked hard at the theatre and was quite strong. No Tom Cruise, of course. Not exactly. Too pale. He picked up a t-shirt.


“I could eat most of a horse,” she suddenly smiled, winced.


Girls he met at the theatre talked to him without bothering to flirt. He had cultivated an air of virginal innocence which prevented them considering him a serious contender. It was safer that way. He always looked them straight in the eye, blandly, quite uninterested in them sexually, to which they responded by blurting everything on their minds. He made it a rule never to give advice, but he was a good listener and apparently asked all the right questions. He was told he’d fixed many a disaster. Sonja - or so she said was her name - looked at him as though she saw him.


She managed to limp down the stairs that first day, showered, washed her hair and dressed herself in Amyl’s smallest clothes while he changed the bed, and made fresh coffee. After redressing her wound, they sat over a leisurely meal, facing the street scene. Amyl described his boring life in colourful detail and Sonja gradually became an attentive listener. Slowly relaxing her hold, she relinquished the tension necessary to stay alert, to remain watchful. The comforting safety of the wall seeped through her armour and she melted down, smiling often, even glancing vivaciously up at him through her hair as it dried.


She couldn’t talk much about her life. She told him she was born in St Petersburg, but grew up on her grandfather’s farm in Siberia. Life was simple there, and free. The water was so clear it was sharp and the sky was empty, like a hole straight to the Sun. Two times a year the moon rose over the farmhouse golden, the size of a planet. She would like to go back one day. If impossibilities could happen, she would.


She fell asleep almost as soon as she hit the pillow. As he turned to retreat down the spiral, she asked sleepily, “What made you do it? Rescue me, operate me?”


He shrugged. “I fix things,” he addressed his feet lest she see the contents of his heart, which had overflowed all over his face.


“Amyl?”


He looked up.


She registered the passion in his eyes with a small tightness around her own; like a shadow slipping across ice. Was it pain? Fear? Disgust? She smiled gently at him and fell asleep. Not disgust, then. He almost turned a somersault in the welcome of that smile, and descended the spiral without noticing.


He paced the floor and thought he might explode, he was so charged with excitement. Here in the secret wall the impossible could happen. Parallel Universes do collide. Like a kiss. Because in any world, any life time, he would have known her - they had always been soul mates. He’d found her again, and somehow he knew she was his. From this day forward.


She slept seventeen hours, woke, and asked if he had internet access. She’d dressed in her own clothes and said she had to make arrangements. She couldn’t put him at risk any longer, she was trouble. Trouble followed her. She must go. She flickered a cold smile and drank her coffee. Then she sent an encrypted email.


Amyl sat at the table, head in hands. He heard the spiral creak, but didn’t look up, he felt he might cry. She walked to the kitchen silently. He could tell where she was in the room by the effect her presence had on his body, he was so attuned to her already. But she wasn’t his. No. He was hers. Hook, line and sinker. He heard her place the coffee mug in the sink. Then she was standing beside his chair. Slowly she slid her fingers into his hair at the back of his neck and gripped it. He thought he might lose consciousness. Gently, she lifted his head to look at her. He looked full into the permafrost of those light grey eyes and blurted,


“You lit me up. I’m alive. You came into an empty house and switched on all the lights,” - he caught a hint of thaw - “You can’t just leave me here like this.”


She snapped her hand away and sat opposite him.


“Amyl, I have an agenda. A lonely one. I travel light and there’s no room for passengers. Where I’m going, I can’t watch out for you, I may not even make it myself this time.”


“And I can’t leave the wall,” he said desolately.


She made a tiny gesture like impatience.


“Find this girl you married. She owes you, my friend. Get your Dutch passport organized and register in the system. Once you have a tax number, you can have an address and a bank account, a real job. You are an artist.” She waved a hand toward the mural-street. “Sell your work.”


“If only it were that simple,” he shook his head. “I would be thrown in jail, and not kindly.”


“Isn’t there a proper legal procedure?”


“Takes years. But there can never be an enquiry.”


“Surely - isn’t it worth trying? You can go anywhere on a Dutch passport. You could go back, see your mother . .”


Pain blinded him and he stood quickly, banging his elbow. The room was suddenly too small.


“My father paid for my life. In Yemen, I am already dead.”


“How can you be already dead?”


“It’s a matter of honour. A long story.” He felt her leaving him already. Amyl scrubbed his hands over his face. “My uncle made a mistake and I took the fall. My Father is the only one who knows the true story, but it was his family honour at stake, so he had to arrange my execution. However my Father is a just man. A good man. He stole a body from the morgue and faked my death in a car bomb.”


Sonja stared at him, the wider implications dawning. She spoke slowly,


“Honour is strong in Russia too. But never - never would a father kill his own son.”


“My family is half Kurdish, half Turkish, living in Yemen. Ah it’s all a mess. Anyway, I can never go back. I cannot betray my Father.”


“Do you have your own passport?”


“Yes, but I died straight after I was married. So my Yemen passport isn’t . .”


“Birth certificate?”


“I was born Kurdish - no valid country. But I have a valid death certificate.”


“Amyl. You must contact this girl.”


“No!” He clenched his fists, a frightened sixteen year old, abandoned. “She brought me here from the ship to some broken down old movie theatre no-one goes to anymore. She went to the bathroom and never came back. I don’t want to see her again. Ever!”


He pushed his fingers into his hair and sighed shakily. It was too much, telling this story.


“She’s thirty-two by now. She’ll have married, probably has kids, a life.”


“Paid for with your money.”


“A life she wouldn’t destroy to verify me. I don’t exist in Yemen or in Holland. You see, I can never leave the wall.”


She covered his mouth with hers.


He accompanied her to the end of the street in the cold afternoon sun. She was dressed in his clothes, walking like a boy, beanie pulled low. No one was looking for two local lads. A number twelve tram would take her to the West Harbour. She would walk along the dock-yards and go under cover until dark. Someone would meet her with a new passport, gun and papers at 03:00 hours and a ship would be leaving fifteen minutes later.


The crowd thickened as the tram stopped and she separated from him amongst the people. He felt her still, smelled her skin. Time slowed to an almost complete stop, sounds distorted, papers fluttered limply round his ankles. It was the sort of moment when Universes might collide, when the impossible might just happen.


If she got on the tram without seeing him, life in the wall would continue as before. Almost as before. But if she should turn now, he knew if she would just look back, it all would have been for a reason. ‘From this day forward.’


A knot of people surged forward as the doors opened and a large man jumped into the tram, revealing a slim boyish figure pausing, turning . .
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