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Introduction

Henry and Margaret are a middle-aged couple. They live in a 

medium-sized unpretentious home in a suburb of a medium-

sized city. They wish, for reasons of privacy to not publicize their 

last names, however they are both aware that outsiders may on 

occasion address them by their last names. Therefore, only the 

first letter of their surname will be used on these occasions, 

respecting their rights to remain anonymous.

Henry works full time at his very specialized job, where he has 

completed thirty-two and a half years, while Margaret fills in 

some times at a local institution having done so since their two 

children were teens.

Henry and Margaret live lives of a certain linear conformity, 

which in its very sameness meets now and then with seemingly 

uncrossable chasms. Unpredictable personal strategies on 

occasion overcome these obstacles, leading to contentious 

unspoken reflections.

We join them in sharing some moments, which may be 

reproduced in other connected twosomes and their families. 

Perhaps not, we have to wait and see.
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Margaret stood gazing out the kitchen window. She had a fresh 

cup of peppermint tea in her hand. The tea was too hot to drink, 

perhaps a tiny sip at the edge of the cup where it seemed to be a 

bit cooler. It was not that the view was so entrancing. The green 

foliage of the plum partially blocked the red brick home with 

the grey roof abutting the back yard.

It was about Henry’s pattern of picking up on subjects, from 

which a lengthy discourse would evolve. These would usually 

happen when she was busy. But she was careful not to turn 

his reflections into an argument. Do interspousal arguments 

settle matters? Of course they don’t, because one or the other is 

going to feel aggrieved. Then the simple solution is to say that 

little word with the same number of letters as fingers on one’s 

hand. Henry could be stubborn on occasion but that was one 

of his characteristics. He didn’t come home drunk and beat her 

or chase the young women in the office, like the vice president 

who had been recently fired for inappropriate behaviour.

Kitchen Window
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Margaret took another sip while the future of Nicola drifted 

into her thoughts. She was a personable and attractive 

daughter. It seemed that young woman had a different scenario 

nowadays. Nicola had had a few boyfriends but not one of a 

long-term relationship. Carlos, Jake and the new one with the 

blond hair whose name Margaret couldn’t remember. It was 

on the tip of her tongue, Ferris? No, something like that. 

Margaret wondered what it would be like to be a grandmother, 

sort of like having a family all over again but not in the same 

home. Her maternal instincts shifted to the surface as she 

imaged cuddling a newborn in her arms. Was that a little tear 

forming at the corner of her right eye?

Stafford, Staff as the family had known him, was younger 

than Nicola by almost three years. The family had not heard 

from him since he finished school. He had departed for a 

hitchhiking adventure. The only contact was from a school 

acquaintance, who had bumped into him on a far away beach. 

That encounter had been three years ago and the word was 

that he was living happily with a friend named Alonzo.

Margaret’s thoughts stumbled as she tried to remember more 

about Staff’s growing up. It seemed so long ago. Yet it was as if 

it were yesterday at the same time. A large part of her needed 

the reassurance that her baby was safe and well.

She sipped a good mouthful of peppermint. It had cooled.

She and Henry didn’t talk about Staff’s non-communication. 

It was almost contagious like chicken pox. The marks were 

unnoticed until one drew one’s attention to them, better some 

things left unsaid.
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Pain has its price.

A small yellow bird flitted among the plum tree leaves for a 

moment and it was gone.

More tea sipping. Flitting, that’s what having a family is like.

The doorbell rang, interrupting her train of thought like the 

snap of fingers. Placing her half finished cup of tea on the 

counter, she hastened to answer. 

“G’d afternoon. Just surveying the power usage for your water 

heater, ma’am.” 

“I’m busy right now, thanks.” She closed the door. Now where 

was I? Oh yes, family...
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Rhyming Time

Henry, who was sprawled on his easy chair with his feet up 

on the stool, as usual, smiled as he watched the credits roll on 

the TV for the programme that had finished. He had obviously 

enjoyed it and it was too much to keep to himself. 

“Marg, you taught the children nursery rhymes when they were 

little?”

Margaret was intently engaged in following a knitting pattern 

for the blue booties that she was making for her sister Mary’s 

new grandson. She’d had to wait to hear whether it was a boy or 

a girl since her sister thought that it was tempting providence 

to ask the doctor the sex of the baby ahead of time. There wasn’t 

anything one could do about it by then anyway and there were 

only two options available. Margaret had to wait and find out 

that it was blue wool she needed and not pink. When Henry 

saw her start the first row on the knitting needles he asked:

“How was it that boys had blue and girls had pink? Who set the 

rules for that sort of thing and what were the consequences if 

the boys had pink and the girls blue?”
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Margaret considered for a moment. She didn’t really have an 

answer except that was the way it was and her mother went 

by the same rules in her time. Of course all the photographs 

in those days were black and white but now with colour the 

evidence was there in albums for future generations. One did 

want to get it right, for the baby. There might be teasing about 

such a thing as wrong coloured booties; children noticed little 

things like that and some siblings took advantage. 

Famous people were often pictured as they were when small; just 

imagine some fellow who was a captain of industry worldwide 

or a famous man who became a general showing up on the front 

page as a pink-bootied baby. 

Margaret replied “What’s wrong with that, they’d be too young 

to know and it wouldn’t matter anyway!”

She reflected briefly as to why men thought that bootie colour 

mattered so much but she did notice somewhat transparently 

that she did have blue knitting on her lap.

Henry wasn’t finished with the nursery rhymes and waited 

patiently for Margaret’s answer, seeing that she was very focused 

on her task at hand.

Eventually Margaret answered. “What was that Henry, you 

asked something else?”

Henry repeated his original question but not in exactly the  

same words:

“Yes, I won’t say that I taught them but we had a book or two 

and I’d read them the rhymes, Mary had a little lamb, Little 

Boy Blue come blow your horn, Humpty Dumpty sat on a 
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wall, Four or was it five and twenty blackbirds baked in a 

pie. There were always pictures along with the verse, as I 

remember, the blackbirds were very much alive and flying 

out from under the piecrust, baked or not. Mostly the rhymes 

were fantasy and didn’t really make sense. I mean Humpty 

Dumpty was egg shaped.” 

Henry commented:

“That was what the TV programme was about: how these rhymes 

were inspired sometimes by political events. But why did they 

end up in books for small children?”

“No idea there, oops! I’ve dropped a stitch,” said Margaret 

hastening to repair the damage. The needles clicked.

Henry continued regardless:

“We could make up a nursery rhyme about our head of state 

or a well known politician, without being too direct, teach it 

to some young children who would then pass it on to their 

offspring. Five hundred years from now someone would ask 

how it all started and no one would have a clue.”

Margaret replied in a rather off-hand tone, concentrating on  

her task:

“What would be the point of that, dear?”

Henry realized that there was no real point at all but he wasn’t 

going to give up that easily. There was no harm in a little banter 

between the two of them. He had to act quickly now to save 

himself before the quicksand of this discussion swallowed  

him up. 

“Well that was the point made in the TV programme I just 

finished watching.”



10

Now that was not exactly true, but since the programme had 

now vanished into the safety of outer space, the statement was 

irrefutable or so he thought.

“What was the point after all?” Margaret asked innocently.

Henry thought for a moment, deciding to answer Margaret’s 

question by changing the subject.

He quoted: 

“Little Miss Muffet sat on a tuffet”. We accept plenty of things 

without knowing really whether they are true.

“I mean, just who was Miss Muffett? How often does a child use 

the word ‘tuffet’? The spider just fit in because it rhymed with 

‘beside her’. Suppose it had been a beetle that turned up, there 

wouldn’t have been a rhyme after all.”

“Quite right dear, I wonder if her mother made her pink booties 

that would keep the spiders away.”

Henry yawned and leaned back, his head resting on the blue 

cushion, his eyes closed.

Margaret glanced over, two plain two purl.

The lullaby ‘Hush a bye’… passed within her thoughts.
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Spring Cleaning

Henry did like to relax when he came home from work. A cool 

drink, a glance at the paper and a few words of acknowledge-

ment to Margaret who worked part-time and was always home  

before him.

Henry was what one might call ‘predictable’ but only to a point. 

As we know, he had a habit of igniting an idea which smouldered, 

flickered and set off in an unforeseen manner in any direction, 

without the benefit of the attendant ‘pompier’ as Margaret’s 

friend Therese would have called the fire department . 

Today Henry was edgy. He had declined Margaret’s invitation 

for a cup of tea and had not raided the fridge as he usually did. 

Finally the smouldering was completed and Henry, on fire with 

purpose, walked briskly into the kitchen where Margaret was 

cup fishing a soggy tea bag. 

“Marg! Now that the weather is warming up I think that it 

would be a great idea to have a real proper spring clean. You 

know, check out the attic, get rid of some of the kids’ junk out 

of the garage, then there is the basement.” 
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Now Margaret had been hinting for some time in the veiled 

style of an experienced homemaker that this task should be 

near the top of their list of things to be done but Henry wasn’t 

receiving the signals. Margaret, not wanting to harass Henry, 

on the matter had decided to let it pass on several previous 

occasions while waiting for a more opportune moment to arise, 

one which might have a modicum of success.

Now here it was; Henry was ready to go.

“Tomorrow is Saturday so I’ll get going first thing Marg,” Henry 

continued. “If there’s anything of value I’ll set it aside and we 

can have a lawn sale later.”

“You mean a garage sale dear?”

“There will probably be quite a bit of stuff, get a few bucks for it, 

eh?” Henry relished the thought of some free cash, although he 

had a good job; maybe he could get more powerful binoculars 

for his bird watching with his friend Andy.

Margaret decided to say no more, rather she would wait until 

the next day and then see if there was any sign of action on 

Henry’s part. We all have moods; remembering one morning 

when she was just not feeling herself, she decided to go for a 

walk towards the local park. Before she got there her friend 

Lisa, who happened to be driving past, saw her and stopped and 

invited Margaret to hop in the car, which she did. Lisa was on 

her way to an exercise class and before the morning was out 

Margaret had signed up for the next two months at the gym. 

That had worked out well and she had forgotten all about her 

previous malaise. 
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A change was as good as a rest; wasn’t that what her father used 

to say?

The following morning dawned clear and sunny. It was not quite 

springtime but it was the warming weather that had golfers out 

on the driving range: a few of the local courses were open to 

unexercised legs and arms. 

Henry said, “I intend to clean out stuff, starting at the bottom.”

Immediately after breakfast he descended into the basement, 

bringing up half a dozen cardboard boxes into the garage, the 

door of which was open. There was so little space left in the 

garage that their single car, which was supposed to reside inside, 

was always parked in the driveway. He had set up a small table 

and with the assistance of a lawn chair Henry was equipped 

to vigorously spring clean. The warm sunshine acted as an 

invigorating tonic. He reached for the first box which was dusty 

and bulged ominously at one end. There was no visible clue to 

the present contents but printing on the outside announced 

that “Old Grey Mare” whisky had at one time stabled twelve 

bottles inside.

Margaret had previously seen an ad in the local paper; an early 

shipment of summer clothing had arrived at LMN stores; a sale 

which sounded interesting.

“I’m off to do some shopping and I’ll be back around 

lunchtime, Henry.”

Henry acknowledged that information with a grunt as he 

struggled to open the interlocked flaps on the top of his  

target box.
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When he finally opened it all he could see was shredded paper. 

There was evidence that a family or several families of mice had 

enjoyed the warm comfort of what appeared to be the remains 

of twenty-year-old bank statements. No need to have these 

shredded for privacy, Henry thought. He burrowed gingerly 

into the smelly mousy paper, finding a round wool nest but to 

his relief, no mice. All the statements had been well chewed. He 

closed up the box and placed it on one side to be taken away 

with the next week household rubbish collection. He lifted the 

second box on to the table. This box was heavy, being packed 

with, as he discovered, old faded, yellowed newspapers. He 

lifted out a few inches of these and placed them on the table. 

The Daily Mail and Empire of the 10th September, 1926 looked 

interesting. There was trouble in Greece, The British cruiser 

Hawkins was sailing up the Yangtze River in China. Henry, 

absorbed, read on. Mackenzie King had appointed a Trade 

Union leader to his cabinet. Quite an astute political move, 

thought Henry. 

There were some interesting advertisements with shoes under 

$12 and quite a bit of promotional material about investing in 

mining stocks such as Kirkland Lake gold mining. Wow! Here’s 

a second-hand Packard for $550, free insurance and a spare tire 

with tube thrown in. That was at the Studebaker dealership. 

A McLaughlin six for $850. Henry had a friend who collected 

antique cars; maybe he owned one of these in the ad, but not at 

these pre-depression prices.
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He burrowed deeper into the box wondering who had been 

interested in collecting all these old papers. It must have been 

his or Margaret’s grandparents. The first paper and the oldest 

in the box was 9th August 1872. As Henry read on happily in 

the warming sun he found out things which he never knew of: 

Stanley, who discovered ‘Dr. Livingstone I presume’ in Africa, 

was actually named John Thomas. According to his Welsh 

mother, he had only adopted Stanley as his name when he 

arrived in New York before he worked as a correspondent for 

the New York Herald.

Henry had a seemingly insatiable thirst for trivia and this box 

of old newspapers, some faded brown and others easily legible, 

took most of the morning. The other four boxes sat untouched. 

Henry leaned back and closed his eyes allowing all the history to 

sift through his thoughts. The more he read the more he found 

out that over time things did not seem to have changed all that 

much. There was the case of implied police brutality where a 

man who broke a glass in an alehouse was tied to a horse that 

trotted off and the man fell and was dragged fifty yards. The 

magistrate was not convinced by the police explanation as to 

it being an accident and deemed further enquiry was necessary. 

Today he’d be dragged by a police cruiser, but as Henry  

had seen on the news, it was often the criminal who dragged  

the policeman.

Margaret pulling into the driveway interrupted Henry’s reverie.

“How did it go dear?” she asked gaily noticing that there was no 

big pile of rubbish to be disposed of.
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Henry was more interested in explaining about his big find and 

interesting facts gleaned from the old newspapers. Margaret 

was not really interested, nor easily distracted; she wished to get 

into the house and try on the three new blouses with some of 

her other outfits. See how she looked in the full-length mirror. 

She might have to dispose of some of her older sweaters… her 

spring-makeover time.
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Strays that stayed

“Henry, they really have to go, they’ve been around long enough 

now and they are becoming nuisance pests.”

Margaret was adamant in her statement and Henry really had 

no choice but to agree, which he did somewhat reluctantly; after 

all he was being invited by his dear wife of how many years? 

Henry couldn’t actually remember the exact number of years at 

this moment but he had learned over that time to bear up and at 

least listen to Margaret without smiling or laughing, no matter 

how outlandish the request. At that particular moment he had a 

fried potato as a target for his fork. 

He and Margaret were having a fish and chip supper at Angelos. 

He’d often wondered why the traditional fish and chip places, 

which surely reflected their British heritage, were now being 

run by Hispanics, Orientals or even Africans. He wondered 

whether the former fish and chip owners were now doing 

Eastern dishes or even West Indian patty delicacies; on the other 

hand maybe they were retired and lying on a beach somewhere 

or even taking cruises up the coast towards Alaska, enjoying the 

sight of the halibut fishing boats in the photos to be displayed 

to those friends and relatives back home.
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“Yes, Marg, I shall have shot at it next weekend.” 

It was now Friday evening and they were looking down at 

brown, deep-fried battered halibut with a surround of potato 

chips. There was no religious reason for the choice of day, it 

often just happened to be a Friday when they occasionally ate 

out. Margaret was persistent.

“What about this weekend dear, do you have anything particular 

planned? It will only take a few minutes.”

Henry, with his fork still poised, searched for some tactic that 

would delay or dispose of the subject at hand. What it was all 

about was the arrival of two young cats, one grey and the other 

orange, which took up residence under their porch one spring 

day. Whether they were abandoned by their mother or dumped 

by someone on the move neither mattered nor was relevant. 

Two cats had taken up residence.

Neighbours, the Basingotts, the Surevahannas and the Chans 

all denied complicity when they were canvassed as to whether 

the two felines could belong to them. No positive answers 

were forthcoming. Margaret, who always had some affinity 

for animals since her long ago horseback riding days and the 

inevitable company of cats around the stable, had immediately 

started responding to the somewhat piteous mewing. She 

properly assumed that these were calls for nourishment and not 

merely symptoms of loneliness.

Pet shops now became part of the grocery shopping experience 

and although the cats were not welcomed into the home there 

was a noisy crowding at the front door around suppertime. On 

frequent occasions other neighbourhood cats, especially the 
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large black one with white cheeks and chest, invited themselves 

to dinner too. Henry had tripped over insistent pussycats on 

more than one occasion while leaving for work in the morning. 

Eventually, he developed a routine of feeding them before 

eating his own breakfast, thereby making a peaceful exit later 

on his way to the bus stop.

“You have been feeding them and that’s why they hang around.” 

The cat feeding apparently was not a debatable issue at this stage.

Margaret was making a statement of fact and it was not intended 

to be an outright accusation, just a gentle reminder of Henry’s 

involvement in the problem at hand and naturally also in the 

solution.

While Margaret was talking, Henry had managed to spear the 

target fried potato and it was now in its new home between his 

right side molars as he chewed gently. He prepared to repeat the 

exercise but with a small piece of battered halibut, first dipping 

it in the creamy tartar sauce.

At this point the waitress came by and asked with raised 

eyebrows, “Everything alright?”

Henry nodded and that was deemed sufficient acknowledgement 

for both the diners.

“Enjoy,” she said. Henry winced.

So it was arranged that Henry would entrap the two cats and 

transport them to the ‘Happy Cat and Dog Stay a While Lodge.’

The next morning Margaret had a hair appointment and left by 

the back door announcing that she would be back around 11:30 
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so that Henry could drive his two charges to their new home 

before noon when the Lodge closed for the weekend.

Henry had assembled a lid to fit over a plastic milk crate, having 

mentally figured that he would put some cat food in the bottom 

of the crate. When the two hungry animals were inside eating 

he would simply pop on the lid, made of a section of plywood, 

tie it down and simply put it in the car. Then do the ten-minute 

drive with no effort, to the ‘Lodge’.

When he opened the front door, there they were as usual, orange 

and grey pushing and shoving each other in their haste to be fed. 

Henry placed the crate on the porch and prepared to sprinkle a 

small amount of food on the bottom. At that moment he heard 

the phone ring. Dashing back into the house, he grabbed the 

phone. It was for Margaret. Henry made a quick note and left it 

on the kitchen table and turned to the interrupted assignment. 

He noticed that there was only the one grey cat. Where had the 

orange one gone?

He decided to pour some coffee while he wondered what should 

be his next move. He heard a faint meow but could not tell from 

where it came. After a search he found the orange cat in the 

living room, where in new surroundings, it obviously felt very 

lost and was becoming distressed. When it saw Henry it raced 

around the rug and found a hiding place under the chesterfield. 

Henry on his knees could not reach in far enough and the cat 

retreated, leaping onto a shelf near the window, knocking 

over a couple of Margaret’s figurines and the picture of the 

Puddington wedding; fortunately nothing was broken. Seeking 

a new refuge, the orange fugitive jumped off the shelf on to the 
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curtain where it clawed its way up to where it hung by all four 

feet as the top rail sagged dangerously. Henry swiftly climbed on 

to an armchair and reached up but the cat was too quick; it leapt 

across on to the nearby mantel over the fireplace, bounced off 

that and landed on the floor with no apparent harm. The next 

move was on to a bookcase, above which was a mirror where it 

pushed its pink nose against itself. At that point the panic and 

distress ended and the exploring cat surrendered meekly. Henry 

lifted it by the scruff of its neck as would a mother cat lift a 

kitten and carefully placed the cat outside in the crate with a 

sprinkling of food which was immediately gobbled down. 

Quickly following, the grey sibling was in the crate and down 

went the lid. Panic ensued within. Paws reached out through 

spaces in the crate as Henry pushed down on the lid while tying 

a cord around to secure the occupants.

It was now 11:40 and no sign of Margaret. 

At 11:43 Margaret pulled into the driveway, looking nicely 

coiffed and in a relaxed tone called to Henry who was waiting 

at the door.

“Everything ready to go dear?”

“Yes but I have to hurry, they close at noon.”

“I had to wait at the hairdresser, they’re very busy on weekends.”

Henry was hurriedly gathering up cratefuls of cats and placing 

them in the back seat. No time for cat belts: quickly starting the 

car he backed out of the driveway, a quick wave to Margaret and 

off he went. 
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Watch the speed limits, he said to himself. A glance at the gas 

gauge – almost empty. I’ve got to get these cats to the Lodge, I 

couldn’t go through this again next weekend, just the thought 

of a stalled car with cats in it and a missed deadline created a 

rising tension in Henry’s chest. A lot of red traffic lights today. 

He sensed that his time was being frittered away. Relief, there 

was the Lodge; just 11:57 on the car clock.

“Yes,” said the woman behind the counter, “we can take two cats, 

let me have the particulars” as she reached for a multi-copy form.

“Name please, address, telephone number...” And so it went on.

Henry was so greatly relieved now that the task at hand was 

complete that he answered her questions automatically; if she 

had asked him for his bank account and pin number he would 

have yielded them up with no protest.

After filling the gas tank on the way of his return home, he 

parked in the driveway and found Margaret in the kitchen 

making sandwiches for lunch.

“Thank you dear for disposing of the cats, that wasn’t so hard 

after all, was it?”

“Ahhh...” breathed Henry as he collapsed in a chair.
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Colourful People

It was after the TV news. Henry, in the den, had been watching 

an item about how people could change their names. There 

were, apparently, persons who had normal names in foreign 

languages; in their own language these were accepted and 

used freely with absolutely no problem. However, when used 

in a different and strange language, perhaps even English, they 

could mean something other than the name, perhaps an object, 

even an expression, good or bad.

Henry commented this information to Margaret, who had 

just come through from the kitchen into the den. She was 

scrutinizing some framed family photos on the bookcase near 

the window.

“You know Marg, some people don’t like their names and they go 

to great lengths to make a change.”

Margaret was close enough to hear this comment, but was really 

thinking that the colour photo of herself at the Puddingtons’ 

wedding did not do justice to herself. It might be more 

appropriate to replace it with something a little more flattering 

as well as removing the inclusion of Henry. He appeared to be 
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picking his nose although he swore that he was brushing off a 

persistent fly at the very moment the photograph was taken. 

“Yes, it’s not a bad idea to make a change.” 

Henry, having totally misinterpreted Margaret, quickly replied,

“I wasn’t thinking that we should change our name but when I 

was on the forestry tree planting team way up north years ago 

I ran into a strange situation, did I ever tell you about the colour 

group?”

Margaret, who was still engrossed in the arrangement of the 

photos, murmured: 

“No, not really.”

She was thinking that Mrs. Puddington’s floral-patterned 

dress clashed somewhat with the plain beige choice for the 

bridesmaids.

Somewhat encouraged, Henry continued.

“Well, every three months a group of men and women met 

in this small northern town restaurant to air their thoughts 

on the names that they had been given at birth, marriage  

or whatever. 

“The matter that drew them together was the nature of their 

names. They were all colours. It was amazing that there was 

so much variety in such a small district. I think that some had 

already adopted new names, and found out that after a while, 

they could have been a bit more careful in their choices.”

Margaret had not heard this before.
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“I remember the roll call each meeting in the evening because I 

was waitering part time when the weather was poor and I had 

free time after work as well.

“The Colour Switchers was the name which they used and the 

list went, Green, Pink, Brown, Black, all men, then there was 

Violet and Rose, women of course.

“Orange, he had Dutch ancestry, then White, Red as a nickname, 

now almost bald but had red hair when younger, Gray, who had 

his sister Olive along most times. Coral was a twin of Lavender. 

The more common names were represented more than once. 

There were actually two Browns and three Blacks, so they were 

called Brown 1 and then Brown 2 and so on. There was a big 

argument one time over a fellow called Silver Running Fox, 

some said that Silver wasn’t a colour and he couldn’t join the 

group, so he said he didn’t want to anyway, throwing his glass 

through the open window and kicking the door open.”

Henry at this point had built up some momentum and was 

enjoying the recall of old times. Margaret on the other hand was 

still reflecting on just how the bride had chosen the shade of 

colour for these dresses.

Henry went on,

“The problem all the members of the Colour Switchers had 

was that they each shared the ribbing which others applied to 

their names, like Whiteout or Reddy or Pinkie. It gave them a 

chance to share their sensitivities, as if we never knew their first 

names and if they had colour first names, we never knew their 

last names. That was the way it was supposed to be, but some 

of them lived nearby and knew each other in business, such as 
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selling grain or lumber. It was interesting to me as a young guy, 

I’d never met a group like that even before working, cooking or 

waitering. 

“I don’t remember any of them actually changing their names 

when I was there that summer but I did hear some chit-chat 

over a fellow who was not a member and he changed his name 

from Zukalowschek to Cook.”

Henry gave a small chuckle. “Everyone always called him Zuki 

anyway, never...”

There was a buzzer noise from the kitchen.

“My brownies are ready!” exclaimed Margaret, disappearing out 

the door before Henry could say another word.
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The Hottel

Henry and Andy were off on another bird watching expedition. 

While Andy’s truck was warm compared to the bitter chilling 

wind outside with the sun shining brightly, it was one of these 

clear late winter early spring days, when winter and spring 

played hide and seek. 

“Not much around yet, just a few red-wing blackbirds,” Andy 

commented as they sipped hot coffee from the thermos.

“It’s really amazing how early some of these birds start setting 

up command of their nesting territory. Do you remember last 

year, we had all that late snow yet the birds were there already?” 

added Henry, who was feeling slightly uncomfortable. Earlier 

he had stood in a wet marshy area watching a flock of ducks and 

had gradually become aware that his left foot was getting cold, 

the sort of damp cold when a sock is soaking up water. He knew 

now that there was a crack or a hole in that boot. When he and 

Andy climbed into the truck he’d removed the boot and stuffed 

some old newspaper in the toe of his boot to act as a dry barrier. 

HOTTEL
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The two birdwatchers agreed that with the afternoon drawing 

on and the sun beginning its sink, they might as well head back.

After Andy dropped Henry off at home, Henry took off the 

boot and fished out the damp newspaper, smoothing out a 

small section, as was his habit. He leaned forward to see what 

the print was about.

He could see that the name of the paper was ‘Left-Right’ but 

the top date was torn off. ‘Left-Right’, what a strange name, but 

that was what it said. Many people were seemingly starting 

their own newspapers and with the regular names all taken, 

like Herald, Times, Mail and Gazette, publishers had to get 

creative like Mad which he used to read occasionally until he 

was married to Marg.

‘Left-Right’ reminded him of his long ago days in the cadets, 

marching along; left, right, left, right, left, swing the arms! Maybe 

it was a political newspaper: socialism and free enterprise, an 

unlikely combination.

In his quest for further details, Henry smoothed out the entire 

page and found a topic that caught his interest. It was in fact the 

entire page, albeit somewhat wrinkled with a few damp spots 

here and there, titled “A New Approach”. Henry settled back 

wondering if it was possible nowadays to have a new approach 

to anything, as it seemed that most things had been tried, some 

successfully and others dismal failures, more or less. One had to 

remember to keep an open mind.

The article dealt with the current approach to imprisonment 

and how successful or unsuccessful it would become in keeping 
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the convicted away from a life of crime in the future. That was 

recidivism or something, a good word for a spelling bee.

The building of a suitable premises was almost finished and the 

article gave a detailed synopsis of the answers to the old who, 

what, why, when and where. There was a tiny map showing the 

location, which appeared to be located on an Arctic peninsula 

around the north end of Baffin land. Anyone serving a term of 

more than two years was to be flown to this northern destination, 

which had its own airstrip. There was no perimeter fence to keep 

people in and the convicted were free to wander at will over the 

surrounding countryside and even along the nearby coast in all 

seasons. The facilities indoors were of the standard of a three 

star hotel. Accommodation could be single or double with TV 

satellite reception but no telephone or internet access. There 

were warm showers in each room with time controls. Breakfast 

was served in the dining room, as were all the other meals, but if 

there was any disturbance the meals were served in one’s locked 

room with the TV cut off until time out. Privileges were available 

to those who made an effective contribution to the running 

of the facility such as cleaning, cooking or other maintenance. 

These special privileges included a private dining room with a 

choice of menu, choice of movies and a separate lounge.

The more Henry read the more his eyebrows rose. This was 

amazing, all these bad guys getting all these good things for 

free. The next paragraph explained that the TV signal could be 

overridden by inside ‘Today’s Messages’ such as ‘Polar Bear Alert’ 

or ‘Black Fly Hazard Red’ and even ‘Whiteout Visibility - One 

Meter. Windchill - 78’.
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Reading on, Henry shivered.

The whole place had only three male guards on duty at a time, one 

to monitor the outside conditions, one for the communications 

and ankle-placed monitors in case people got lost outside and 

one to look after the tracking husky dogs for helping rescue 

them. The latter guard also served as a male nurse for bear-

inflicted injuries, dog bites and general low-grade illnesses. For 

more serious cases a doctor was available at Fort Revoke that 

was three hundred and twenty-three kilometers distant.

Henry turned the page over and read the publishing date, at the 

foot of the page. It was last year. This institution was probably 

operational by now, maybe full of two hundred and fifty men. 

One visitor was allowed every three months, and they would 

have to book ahead and pay their fare, if there was a seat on 

the plane, otherwise having to travel the three months on the 

summer supply ship. 

The author of the article was not attributed. ‘Official Source 

Report’ was the only hint.

Henry reread some of the article; it seemed strange that this had 

not got into the mainline press. 

The article closed with the stated objective of having people so 

isolated and yet so free that they would do anything to avoid 

being sentenced to a second term up north at ‘The Hottel’ as it 

was called.

Henry glanced at the publishing date again… 2nd April. He 

wondered, was this Fool’s joke or real?

Sock change time. Right!
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Fun and Games

Margaret had been studying a set of brochures full of glossy 

pictures. These had arrived at the house via Henry. She and 

Henry were sitting in the den. Soft music was playing in the 

background. 

“I think that we will really enjoy this resort, it seems so different 

from other places we’ve visited. I’m really looking forward to it, 

dear,” Margaret’s voice almost sang with the anticipation.

Henry nodded as he gazed out the window at the rain  

pelting down. 

“Uh huh!” he replied.

Margaret realized that she was not going to lasso Henry’s 

attention at that moment and returned to look at a brochure 

on the thrill of riding bareback along the cliff trail. I’m not sure 

that I’m up to that, she thought, casting her mind back to her 

younger days when she enjoyed getting out for a few hours 

with Cobblestone, a chestnut mare.

This brief conversation with Henry took place about three 

months prior to ‘The Conference’ set up by Henry’s employer. 
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Since Henry was a valuable member of the research team, he 

had been invited (spouse included) to attend ‘The Conference’ 

which would have special guests welcomed from all over the 

world. The location chosen was the Mountain Cliff Seaview. The 

place was so prestigious that the appellation of the word ‘Hotel’ 

or, even worse, ‘Resort’ would in some way have demeaned the 

‘ultimate experience’ for the guests, or so the ownership believed. 

Therefore all reference to a commercial institution was barred.

When the time came to fly to ‘The Conference’, both Henry 

and Margaret were excited at the thought of spending time 

away from home and experiencing, as the brochures insisted, 

breathtaking views from every room. The first part of the 

adventure was by air.

Off to the airport they went to catch their early morning flight, 

which proved to be quite uneventful except for a big nerve-

racking bounce on landing during a strong cross wind.

Upon arrival, Henry and Margaret took note of a small fattish 

man with a red-braided jacket, resembling a trooper from the 

old Moldavian wars. His hand-written ‘Conference’ sign held 

high, with ‘Mountain Cliff S/V’ in green marker, captured a 

group of fellow attendees who were ushered out onto the 

windy sidewalk. Since the geography of ‘The Conference’ 

terrain involved mountains and sea, the final hundred and 

four miles from the airport was by a burgundy-coloured 

stretch limousine, which was able to carry the ten intercepted 

passengers and their luggage. 

The way was straight and flat for the first half of the journey, 
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inducing a soporific effect among the passengers. Three of the 

males in company were soon snoring lustily. Gradually the road 

started climbing with a few wide corners which the limo was 

easily able to handle, as were the passengers. The grade became 

steeper as grey mountains loomed. 

The road zigzagged with twists and turns, which almost required 

the limo to bend in the middle. By then, everyone was awake 

and the turns and twists were starting to have a small effect 

on the recent meals inside their owners. Margaret spotted the 

brown bags in the small compartment, which held the glasses 

and cocktail shakers for those so inclined to do a little thirst 

quenching along the way. She decided to pass the bags around 

but half the fellow passengers declined the invitation. 

She whispered to Henry.

“They’re too proud to admit that they might need them.”

Henry did not reply.

The last fifteen minutes of the journey was up a series of 

switchbacks, around which the road snaked. Finally by late 

afternoon the limo pulled to a stop outside the imposing 

portico of the Mountain Cliff Seaview. None of the passengers 

had used their brown bags although one female passenger plus 

two of the males appeared white and a trifle vulnerable.

Henry and Margaret booked into their eighth floor room and it 

was magnificent. 

The view from one side was of a great grey cliff towering so far 

up that only by straining their necks were they able to see the 

crags high above. The view from the other side was as dramatic 
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but quite opposite from the mountain. There was a very small 

stretch of grey rocky ground beyond which one could see the 

blue sea thousands of feet far below. 

Margaret shivered and said, “It feels as if we could topple down 

there and disappear.”

Henry, always pragmatic, replied, “I don’t think that there’s any 

chance of that.”

The room, apart from the arresting views, had two single beds 

and a generous double along with a work table arrangement and 

beige comfortable chairs. There was a large picture above the 

double bed of several mermaids sitting on a substantial seaside 

rock combing their tresses.

“Removing the seaweed, no doubt,” Henry remarked, pointing.

Margaret was careful not to comment since that might, just 

might, start Henry off on a maritime adventure which could 

last for half an hour. Since they were both tired, it was no great 

effort to take a bed each and, slipping off their shoes, rest up 

after the day-long journey.

‘The Conference’ was to last three days. Henry had arranged that 

he and Margaret would stay on another four days, just to relax 

and see some of the surrounding scenery. There were some trails 

and in one brochure there was mention of a couple of surprise 

choices for adventuresome guests. There was no further hint of 

what these surprises might be, although the less than regular-

size tennis courts were so close to the sea cliff edge that high 

speed serves could bounce over the top of the surround netting 

and disappear out of sight and play.
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‘The Conference’ schedule was all work and no play for Henry 

while spouses were entertained in a variety of meetings, 

discussions and socializing. The three days went quickly.

On the final afternoon of ‘The Conference’ Margaret chose and 

booked a hike on the advertised ‘adventurous’ cliff trail for the 

next day.

In the morning the air was clear and fresh. The sky had a cobalt 

blue intensity reminding Margaret of her long ago art lessons. 

Following a leisurely lunch on the roof garden she and Henry 

strolled to the starting point, which was not too far from the 

building’s front entrance. The meeting place was a low green-

painted wooden shed about the size of a single car garage. 

Above it was a grey steel pylon, resembling a miniature hydro 

tower, from which a cable led over to another pylon and so on 

along the cliff edge. The woman university student who was 

employed as ‘The Connector’ and wore a label on her chest 

confirming that, explained that it was necessary for safety to 

wear a harness since a misstep could put the guest over the 

cliff edge; the harness being connected to the overhead cable. 

This arrangement also saved having guests default on their 

final billing, although this reason was never mentioned in 

front of the guests themselves. ‘Safety Now’ was the chosen 

slogan, which appeared on a large wooden sign over the green 

shed doorway. 

“Where does the bareback riding cliff trail start from?” asked 

Margaret.

“That one was closed as being impractical,” replied the student 

Connector, “the horses used to bolt if a rock tumbled down 

from the cliffs over there.” She pointed up the mountain.
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Henry and Margaret were duly harnessed and started along the 

trail, which wound along the rocky brink of the cliff. At first 

both trail walkers tended to lean away from the edge, stretching 

their cables as tight as they could go. This became too much 

of an effort after a few minutes until they gained a miniscule 

amount of confidence. 

“Why on earth are we doing this?” grumbled Henry. 

There was no one else on the trail, which did not appear to 

be too well-used and much of the surface was what appeared 

to be marble-sized gravel, which rolled under one’s feet. 

Balancing became important; the overhead harness connecting 

cable assumed the role of a significant saviour in case of any 

accidental slip.

“My! Marg,” exclaimed Henry. “It’s a long way down,” gingerly 

peering over the rocky edge. “Heights are not my thing really.” 

“Not mine either,” added Margaret without peering.

After about ten minutes they arrived at a large waterfall over 

which a narrow bridge had been constructed. The water raced 

about five feet underneath and since it was in a narrow cleft 

in the rock they could see that it tumbled all the way down, 

thousands of feet to the sea far below. “It’s like being in a plane,” 

exclaimed Margaret. Henry grimaced, but obviously decided to 

withhold any comment.

The trail led past a piece of rock projecting out from the main 
cliff and there was a small sign warning passersby to watch out 
for landslips. The leaning sign looked old and weather-beaten 
with writing that was barely legible. There was the wreckage of 
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a fallen pylon nearby but the safety cable bypassed this. A new 
one had been erected. 

“I suppose that it is safe or we would not have been allowed on 
the trail,” commented Margaret. 

Henry who could be irritated at remarks like this came back 
with: “Go to the very edge and see if there are any skeletons 
down there.”

“That’s not funny! There would be vacancies turning up in the… ” 
Margaret stopped in mid-sentence on hearing a bleating sound. 

“What’s that?”

Henry was the first to see the large grey goat, which had appeared 
from below the rim of the cliff and was now facing them. It had 
pointed curved horns and was looking at the two trail walkers 
with a look of suspicion, being only about twenty paces distant. 

“I think that we should speed up but we can only follow the trail 
with the safety harness,” suggested Henry. 

Margaret replied, “Let’s get a photo of it first.”

Henry and all the other attendees at ‘The Conference’ had been 
given a freebee Smart phone and with the camera he had been 
snapping some pictures as he and Margaret walked the trail, 
which was very unusual from anything that they had done 
previously while on vacation. The goat walked towards them 
and Henry lost any interest in photography at that point, calling 
back over his shoulder, 

“Marg come along quickly,” as he hastened down the trail. 
Margaret, who was standing right behind him, said, “I’m right 
here and I can’t pass you with this harness on.”



38

“I just don’t like the expression on that goat’s face,” murmured 

Henry in an undertone while he quickened his pace. The goat 

continued to advance. 

“Give it something to eat, that’ll show that we are friendly.”

Henry dug in his pocket and produced a half-eaten ‘Friendly 

Hikers’ bar, “I’m not sure whether to throw it or get it to nibble 

it out of my hand.” 

“Throw it!” ordered Margaret.

Obediently, Henry threw the confection food. The goat 

immediately showed an interest by slowly walking towards the 

offering on the grass.

Henry and Margaret made what could be described as a ‘getaway,’ 

leaving the goat munching.

“Lucky that I had that half-eaten bar. They gave them out at 

yesterday’s session,” remarked Henry. “They had a strange 

flavour, like wet dog.”

The trail climbed a steep rocky slope and curved back the way 

they had come until they were back at the green shed where a 

small sign indicated: ‘Ring for Attention’. Beside the sign was 

a small hand bell attached to a security wire. Henry rang the 

bell; a moment or two later the shed door opened and a slightly 

sleepy Connector disconnected the safety harnesses. 

“Hope that you had a nice hike,” she said breezily when her task 

was completed.
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Margaret spoke, “We met a goat and were a bit worried that it 

might charge us.”

The Connector laughed and replied, “That’s an old pet nanny 

goat. She used to supply special milk for food allergy guests. 

She’s allowed to wander during the daytime and she sleeps in 

this shed after feeding time. You can come down and help with 

the feeding if you like around seven this evening.”

“Oh!” said Henry. “Thanks, but we’ll get back and rest up before 

dinner.” Goat feeding had taken place for the trail hikers earlier.

As they headed back to the lobby, the huge rocky mountain was 

now blocking the sun so that the shadow was darkening the 

whole building. When they entered the lobby there appeared 

to be some sort of argument at the front desk where a man was 

shouting at the woman receptionist. He was waving a sheet of 

paper and people around were staring. The word ‘computer’ was 

being passed back and forth in the moments that Henry and 

Margaret took to pass to the elevator. Soon they were at the 

door to their eighth floor room. Margaret stood back as Henry 

used the key card to open the door. She walked ahead of Henry 

into the suite. 

“Oh! I’m sorry,” she gasped, stopping abruptly. Sitting on the 

double bed was a large muscular man removing a striped 

orange shirt while a woman, fully clothed, was bending over 

unpacking something on the table by the mountain-view 

window.

Margaret started backing out as Henry bumped into her. 
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“We’ve got the wrong room, Henry,” she said.

Henry turned and went to the corridor where he looked at the 

room number.

“It’s our room. OK, let me see,” and strode past Margaret to 

address the couple; Mr. Muscular was still sitting up on the side 

of the bed.

“This is our room,” Henry expostulated. The man threw out his 

hands and arms in a statement that said either ‘I don’t understand’ 

or ‘it’s nothing to do with me’!

The man then spoke to the woman in a foreign language. 

She had stopped unpacking. Neither Henry nor Margaret 

understood what was being said. Communication was at zero 

on the scale of their understanding.

“Come on Marg, let’s see what the problem is.”

He grabbed Margaret’s arm and dragged her into the corridor.

“We are going down to the main reception and get this sorted 

out.” Henry quickly reconsidered. “No! Maybe you should stay 

here and look after our things, I’ll go alone.” Henry proceeded 

to the elevator and after a short impatient wait he descended 

to the lobby. There was quite a crowd around the imposing 

mahogany front desk. As Henry approached, his sleeve was 

firmly grasped by a fair-haired very tall man in his late twenties, 

or so Henry judged. A shiny gold metal lapel badge explained 

his role: ‘Assistant Manager’ and underneath in smaller letters 

‘Reservations’.

“Maybe I can help you, sir?” he asked Henry, who quickly took in 

the name badge information. 
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“The name’s Quillter,” he added.

Henry said, “Yes, Mr. Quillter, my wife and I have a problem 

with our room.”

“Let’s discuss it in the privacy of my office where we can put 

matters right,” suggested the Assistant Manager-Reservations in 

a calm assured voice such as might be employed in soothing a 

small child who had dropped an ice-cream cone treat.

Henry followed this tall man into an office next to the front 

desk. There was obviously something going on at the desk. 

There was a bit of jostling and voices were being raised.

Mr. Quillter raised an eyebrow as he turned to Henry. “Please 

be seated.”

Henry sank into a low soft glossy brown leather chair, which 

placed him almost below the rim of Mr. Quillter’s desktop; the 

latter was looking down, as if Henry had been caught running 

down the school hallway. 

“How can I help you?” he asked in a smooth assured modulated 

tone of voice.

Henry went straight to the point.

“We have another couple in our room. Complete strangers, who 

are not able to speak English.”

“Really?” said the Assistant Manager-Reservations, in a manner 

supposing Henry was announcing the find of a valuable 

diamond ring down the side of their sofa. “We’ve had some 

double-booking with the new software, it’s very infrequent but 
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you know how computers are, sometimes there’s a… what do 

they call it? Aha… a glitch?”

“Glitch or not,” demanded Henry, “we want our room to 

ourselves and these people placed somewhere else.”

Mr. Quillter looked sad for a moment before explaining in 

an apologetic voice, waving his hands apart as if he could do 

nothing, then pausing for a second before saying, 

“I am afraid we have no other space available, it’s out of the 

question!” adding as an afterthought, “We are full, absolutely 

and completely booked.”

Henry thought for a moment. “Do you do this all the time?” he 

asked in a level challenging tone.

“Not at all, it has never happened before; of course, the Mountain 

Cliff Seaview would reduce the room charge to 49% of what we 

would normally charge.” He paused again. “That’s less than half,” 

spoken in a rising voice.

Just in case Henry never took elementary arithmetic fractions.

The man behind the desk stared at Henry, who had already 

mentally accepted the still exorbitant daily room rate the night 

before when confirming the booking of the extra days. ‘All 

meals included, excursions extra.’

This carrot discount piqued Henry’s interest, partly smothering 

the initial problem of the strangers in their room. “I’ll discuss 

this with my wife and let you know.” As he rose and made for 

the door, he managed to croak out bravely, “I doubt that my 

wife will accept this invasion of her privacy.” 
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“Very good sir, we’ll be glad to accommodate you in order to 

make your future as enjoyable as possible.” 

The Assistant Manager-Reservations stood and gesticulated 

with his right hand as if he was throwing off something sticky 

like a candy wrapper.

Henry proceeded to reverse his tracks back to the room where 

he found Margaret sitting on her bed chatting with the muscular 

man, who had put back on his striped orange shirt. The woman 

was standing nearby. They were speaking in a language that 

Henry seemed to recognize but he was still an outsider to the 

ongoing conversation.

“Oh Henry dear, I must introduce you to Zigmas and Emillja 

Kostov from Lithuania. We found a language which we could 

both understand.”

“Which one’s that?” Henry asked inquisitively. 

“Greek,” answered Margaret who had completed a course 

in Greek while at college, anticipating a visit to that country, 

which never took place.

“Zigmas is a University professor in ancient languages from…” 

she switched to stilted Greek. The visitor supplied, ‘Vilnius’. 

“Vilnius,” translated Margaret. “Emillja’s in theatre. She’s known 

as ‘Emi,’ Zigmas as ‘Zig’.”

Henry was reminded of the zigzag drive up and wondered how 

Margaret had so much information in the short time that he had 

waited for the elevator, sat in Mr. Quillter’s office and retraced 

his steps. But that was Margaret. She had an engaging way of 
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talking to strangers and finding out whether they had children 

or grandchildren and ferreting out the work they did, or, were 

they retired or what. She certainly had made some progress with 

these two strangers.

Henry debriefed the facts to Margaret about his trip downstairs, 

how everything was fully booked, and that there was some 

computer problem but he left out the price discount. 

Margaret attempted to explain to the visitors that the room 

sharing was not a custom in her country. With a lot of nodding 

on both sides she managed to explain what Henry had said to 

her. Emi didn’t speak Greek so everything slowed down as her 

husband explained the facts to her.

Nobody spoke for a while and the room was silent except for 

a door banging somewhere. The silence continued. Sooner or 

later the ice had to break; Emi spoke to her husband, who passed 

on to Margaret words to this effect. 

“We have nowhere else to go so why don’t we just make the best 

of it. We’ve been in worse situations than this back home.” This 

was translated to Henry who, with no other option available, 

nodded his assent.

Margaret took charge. She and Emi, by using a mixture of 

sign language and Greek, agreed to something completely 

unintelligible to Henry, who was left standing by wondering 

what was happening. Finally Margaret phoned housekeeping 

and ordered ten king-sized sheets and explained that she needed 

a good length of rope or wire and pegs or safety pins if they had 

any. The housekeeping department asked if she needed extra 

bedding. “No,” said Margaret. “Just send up what we need.”
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After about half an hour, a maid knocked at the door announcing 

the arrival of the order on a trolley. An offer to help was 

accepted. She helped string the sheets along a wire from one 

blind fixture to the opposite window, which effectively divided 

the room in two, with a side-sheeted corridor to give privacy 

to the bathroom area. The desk chairs provided access to the 

window fixtures although there was a sag in the middle with 

the weight of the sheets. Margaret asked the maid to go and 

bring something to prop up the centre, which was eventually 

done with a pole such as is used for changing ceiling light bulbs.

It was uncanny. They had all pitched in together. Zig would 

be pinning one end of a sheet and Henry the other while Emi 

and Margaret unfolded the next one and the maid helped to 

sort out the pins. English and Greek mixed with Lithuanian as 

the project was underway and, since they all shared the same 

dilemma, there came about a companionship that was almost 

downright friendly, especially when a sheet came down over 

Zig’s head. Margaret and Emi burst out laughing. 

Henry was not quite at that stage having still the ghost vision 

of Mr. Quillter Assistant Manager-Reservations doing a bit of 

low-key haunting. But all this activity reduced his stress. Later, 

sitting on his single bed, he cast his eye over what looked to be 

a backyard line of washing, which obstructed his view of the 

mermaid picture. This wasn’t quite what Henry admired, just a 

bit too institutional, he thought. Can mermaids be institutional? 

He wondered: probably not.

Now that the portioning was complete, Henry and Margaret 

had to adapt to the knowledge that whatever they did or 

said was going to be detected by their room companions Zig 
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and Emi, who would not understand the conversation; but 

would they? Henry had heard of people who spoke a certain 

language fluently and pretended not to, when, in fact, they fully 

understood what was being said all along.

Henry whispered, “Marg, let’s converse by writing down what 

we want to say to each other and …”

“Why are you whispering Henry?” Margaret interrupted.

Henry pointed at the curtain of sheets.

“Oh! I see,” said Margaret in her normal voice, “As you wish,” 

continuing, “This is a most unusual situation we’re in. Are you 

sure that there are no other rooms for these two?”

“Absolutely,” whispered Henry. “I did my best!”

At this point there was the sound of a woman’s soprano voice 

doing scales “Do, Re, Mi, Fa …” 

It came from the other side of the sheets. Henry and Margaret 

looked at each other in shock. “You said that Emi was in theatre?” 

Henry whispered.

“That’s how it came out in the Greek, I didn’t know whether it 

was acting or opera.”

Henry thought for a moment and suggested, “Why don’t we go 

down and have tea and leave her to her singing?” 

Margaret picked up her purse and with Henry following they 

quietly left the room. The only sound of their departure was 

the metallic click of the closing door latch, which was almost 

masked by a supremely high note, not quite C, from the other 

side of the white sheet curtain.
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As they walked to the elevator they both spoke at the same 

moment. Henry said, “This is the first time since we got back 

that I have been able to talk to you without someone else 

listening.”

Margaret, on the other hand, said something about how 

fortunate they were to have such nice people with which to 

share.

When they reached the lounge and found seats there was still 

a crowd around the reception area. Now and then Mr. Quillter 

would appear and almost drag someone or perhaps a couple 

into his office. Listening to what was going on gave Henry 

and Margaret the amazing information that there were a lot 

of double-bookings and not everyone was satisfied with the 

sharing arrangements constructed by the management of the 

Mountain Cliff Seaview. Two women were arguing the point 

that they did not want to share with two strangers, both men. 

There was a family, with a young baby, who also objected to 

sharing with two men, who might be gay.

Margaret suggested that they sit far away from the rancorous 

goings-on at reception and Henry agreed. They were able to find 

seats in an alcove at the far end of the lounge where they had 

an excellent view of the grey mountainside cliffs, up which red 

gondolas slowly inched their way, like ladybirds on a weathered 

board.

Henry spoke. “That looks like an interesting thing to do; I don’t 

remember seeing that in the brochure.”

“I saw a footnote, that said it had been undergoing an upgrade and 

annual maintenance, which is obviously complete,” ventured 
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Margaret while sipping the tea an attentive waiter had served.

“Let’s do that tomorrow if we can get a ride. I wonder if you 

book ahead. I don’t want to get involved around that front desk, 

that’s for sure!” Henry affirmed. 

He caught the eye of the waiter and beckoned him over asking 

about the gondola ride arrangements. 

“Oh, for the gondola. You buy tickets on a first-come, first-served 

basis, sir, the shuttle bus leaves on every hour and half hour from 

the front entrance.”

“Thank you,” said Margaret who then turned to Henry after the 

waiter had retreated. “I feel more comfortable not being in our 

room. Suppose those two wanted to…” 

“I agree,” interrupted Henry. “She looked quite a bit younger 

than him.” He stopped, putting his coffee cup down; somehow 

words just pop out. 

“What’s that got to do with it?’’ demanded Margaret.

“Nothing at all.”

They sat in silence and watched the other guests coming 

and going.

Margaret was the first to speak. “Emi speaks a little French.”

“Oh” said Henry.

Margaret knew that Henry was quite proficient in several 

languages, not including Lithuanian or Russian unfortunately.
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Henry and Margaret delayed returning to the room, which they 

found to be empty. They both showered, the chambermaid 

had thoughtfully provided extra fresh towels. Dinner at the 

Mountain Cliff Seaview was a semi-formal affair. The men 

would sport jackets and ties while the ladies were on display 

in cocktail style outfits. Henry put on his old blazer with the 

maroon tie with eagles on it while Margaret assembled a smart 

rose-coloured cotton dress with belted waist and matching 

lace over the shoulders. She chose her drop earrings with the 

miniature amethysts. 

After they were both dressed for the eight o’clock meal, they 

descended on the elevator to the second floor dining room. There 

they were seated at a table with four others, who merely nodded 

in welcome without introduction. There were two women who 

appeared to be together, an older grey-haired man with a very 

much younger brunette woman, who was without a ring on her 

left hand, but still managed an impressive three-diamond bar 

brooch. This neatly spanned her cleavage. Margaret ignored this 

display and gamely introduced herself, “I’m Margaret and this is 

my husband Henry.”

There was still no response. Their companions could have been 

deaf mutes. The waiter presented the evening’s menu, which 

featured scrolled intertwined letters MCS on the outside as 

well as a large colourful cut-out of the Mountain Cliff Seaview. 

The meal proceeded without any conversation except for the 

other couples among themselves, displaying audio and vocal 

abilities after all. 
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An announcement came from the stage at the end of the room. 

The buzz of conversation faded away.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we are privileged to have a well-known 

operatic singer who will sing a selection from La Traviata, 

Cavaleria Rusticana and Aida. Please welcome Emillja Kostov.”

Henry’s jaw dropped in surprise while Margaret excitedly said, 

“I knew that she was something special when she mentioned 

that she was in ‘Theatre’ ”, meanwhile clapping energetically.

The piano accompaniment used a taped orchestra and Emi 

launched forth with magnificence, pausing between each solo 

to explain what was next with only a few words in very broken 

English. When she was finished with her selection there was a 

prolonged applause, except from the four diners at their table 

who only stared as if their precious time together had been 

rudely interrupted.

Margaret leaned over towards Henry and speaking in a low 

voice said, “We must insist on sitting at another table tomorrow, 

these… ” Nodding at the fellow diners. “I’d rather eat with a herd 

of goats.”

After dinner Henry suggested that they return to their room, but 

first he wished to check with Mr. Quillter to find out whether 

the room reservation system had hiccupped a spare room. 

“No change sir, I’m afraid,” was the answer. Henry wondered 

how many other guests were sharing in the Assistant Manager-

Reservations’ accommodation arrangements but he withheld 

asking.
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After returning to the room Henry and Margaret retired to 

their respective beds, somewhat exhausted with the emotional 

cross-currents of their day. The Kostovs retired somewhat 

later. Margaret heard the click of the door latch as the couple 

entered. A light switch was silently activated. The light diffused 

through the curtain of sheets as ghostly figures shadow-

journeyed around the room. Sounds of running water blended 

with Henry’s rhythmic wheeze. Whispering faded as the light 

went out. Margaret lay awake wondering; she’d wanted to 

compliment Emi on her beautiful singing. That would have to 

wait until morning.

Four people in one room and two of them complete strangers. 

She’d last shared with strangers at a weekend camp when she 

was twelve; the second night they had a pillow fight and ended 

up with a split pillow and feathers all over the cabin. The four 

girls had exhausted themselves laughing and giggling over the 

fight and had to tidy up the mess the next morning when their 

counselor did her rounds. 

Margaret smiled to herself as she imagined Henry and herself 

starting a pillow fight with the Kostovs. Perhaps they didn’t 

do that in Lithuania... of course they did; surely pillow 

fights were universal. Well, there were some lands where 

wooden pillows were used instead of feather-filled ones. 

Contemplating the question of what kind of fight could then 

take place had Margaret drift off to sleep to be woken in the 

early dawn light by Henry in his squeaking slippers. He was 

heading down the sheeted wall corridor to the white-tiled 

chrome and ceramic room.
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It was a real predicament sharing with another couple. There 

had not been an occasion when the four of them could work 

out sharing time, say for the shower. Then there was the need 

for make-up time: one did not want to be hanging ones’ earrings 

with Zig shaving using the same mirror. Somehow there had 

to be a meeting soon. There had been no big problem yet but 

personal matters of hygiene were private. Were they not? Then 

there was the question of noise. Henry could be pretty noisy 

and there were other sound effects too which one attempted to 

suppress in the company of other people. Henry also had a habit 

of not fully closing the door.

Oh dear, thought Margaret, I’m a real worrier over this. She 

began to contemplate just why she needed this sorting out of 

sharing with Zig and Emi. Maybe they were in a camp during 

the last war. Naked and half-clothed bodies might have been 

part of their life then without shame. Don’t Europeans… maybe 

they are the kind of people who go topless or even bottomless 

on beaches, it being the normal thing to do? Come on Margaret, 

go back to sleep.

Henry had returned and gave her a small silent wave as he kicked 

off his slippers and climbed back into his bed. Margaret noticed 

that the front of his bluebird-patterned pyjama trousers was...  

well..., at least not for mixed company.

It’s like being in a hospital, was her last thought as she closed her 

eyes and dozed off.

Henry shook her, “Marg! Time to get up.” 
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“Sh, sh,” she whispered, drowsily pointing with an arm towards 

the sheet curtain where ghosts had performed just a moment 

ago, or so it seemed.

“They’re up and gone,” Henry said.

“Oh! I was so worried that we’d get all mixed up using the 

bathroom.”

“Nothing to worry about, dear,” Henry sat down on the side of 

her bed and gave her a kiss. “I’ve showered and when you’re 

ready we’ll get down to breakfast and then we can talk about 

what we are going to do today.”

There were still a number of guests eating when Henry and 

Margaret entered the dining room; they carefully selected a 

table for themselves alone.

Henry came up with the suggestion that they take the gondola 

ride up the mountain. This was agreed on and after they had 

finished they went outside to look for the van, which transported 

guests to the boarding area. When they found the waiting area 

they were informed that the mountain gondola was unavailable 

due to maintenance work being done but that there was space 

on the sea cliff ride. This was news to them both since they had 

never heard mention of it.

Henry looked at Margaret and she nodded.

“We’ll go,” said Henry to the driver, “but we have to get our 

windbreakers and a couple of things so when will you leave?”

“In twenty minutes,” was the answer. 
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In less time than that Henry and Margaret were all ready for 

the trip down the cliff, not quite sure what awaited them down 

there. It had looked to be a long, long way down. 

They climbed on board the van, which followed along the 

winding road on the cliff top, but well back from the brink, to 

Margaret’s relief. Arriving at the embarkation point there was a 

simple platform where a woman and two small children were 

climbing up the small step into the yellow-painted gondola.  

It contrasted with the blue haze far below and the now visible 

white-breaking waves resembling tiny strands of drifted snow. 

When everyone was on board, the gondola gave a distinct lurch 

as it started its cable-hung journey towards its destination 

thousands of feet below.

“It’s like flying,” whispered Margaret to Henry, not wishing to 

draw the attention of the three other passengers who were 

leaning against the windows and excitedly pointing at the sea 

birds circling far below. The gondola swung down the rugged 

cliffs like a big yellow spider on a strand of web. The descent 

was steep although the passengers were able to sit and watch 

the passing crags, which seemed to move upwards like a roll of 

grey-patterned wallpaper unfurling. It reminded Margaret of 

being in a stationary train as the train next to it starts to move: 

giving the impression that one’s own train was on the move and 

the one opposite standing still.

The return green gondola was approaching; as it sped past 

Henry could see that it was empty.

“Not much traffic coming up, Marg,” he remarked. “I wonder 

where everyone is from the hotel, maybe playing golf or just 
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sitting in one of the seven bars drinking, although it’s a bit early 

for that!”

“At least it’s not over-full here; it’s getting quite warm in here 

with that bright sun. We’re pretty close to the end, look there’s 

the sea and look at these enormous ice cliffs around the bay. 

That must be the foot of a glacier there with the chunks of ice 

floating around. We couldn’t see them before because of the 

rocky cliffs. Wow! Exciting,” Margaret stood to see better. “I can 

see the station, or whatever it’s called, ahead.”

In a few minutes the gondola slowed and with a gentle bump 

settled next to the platform. A young man in short sleeves 

opened the door from the outside and with the women and the 

two children fussing their way out first, Henry and Margaret 

followed. They were at the top of a set of steps which led down 

to what appeared to be a roadway turning towards a group of 

drab buildings with red, green and rusty brown roofs, clustered 

beside the shoreline. There were a few boats which appeared to 

be fishing boats moored to wooden wharfs beyond which was a 

narrow grey beach. Out in the bay was a single small motor boat; 

a couple of men appeared to be line-fishing.

The short-sleeved young attendant said, 

“Excuse me, but if you wish, there are boat excursions along 

the bay and the return gondola is every half hour, on the 

hour; enjoy!”

Henry as usual made a wry face, closing his eyes.

It was surprisingly warm down by the village and as they made 
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their way down the steps to the roadway they both shed their 

windbreakers. Henry rolled up his shirtsleeves and pulled his 

khaki Tilley hat down over his eyes. There were a surprising 

number of people around as they walked down what was the 

main street, appropriately named Water Street. There was a 

small café, ‘The Sea-Side’, advertised by a hanging silver fish-

shaped sign. This drew Henry’s attention. 

“Let’s have something, it’s really like summer down here.” The 

café was busy, it being mid-morning and they had to wait until 

a table was free on the small patio. They were shown to a table 

with a young couple, who seemed totally engrossed with each 

other and quite oblivious of their new arrivals.

Margaret whispered, “Maybe they are on their honeymoon?” 

Henry nodded, “They’re on to something,” he replied putting 

his hand in front of his mouth while turning his head to answer. 

Margaret smiled thinking that it had been a long time back 

when she and Henry had been like that, but not so obviously, in 

public. Times were different then, weren’t they?

After an order of hot chocolate served in seagull-patterned 

mugs, they left the devoted couple, who still appeared to have 

been totally unaware of their table companions. 

There were no cars in this little village, only a few scooters and 

four-wheeled buggies; most people were content to walk. There 

were no sidewalks and in many places the street ran right along 

the shoreline. There was the fresh smell of the salt air mixed 

with seaweed, smoke from the homes and even a good whiff of 

fish as one of the boats off-loaded the overnight’s catch.

Henry gave Margaret a nudge as they strolled down the street,
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“Marg, who is that ahead? Do you recognize that striped orange 

shirt on the heavy broad physique and the woman by his side?”

“Oh no!” exclaimed Margaret. “It can’t be! They are going the 

same way as us; do we want to have anything to do with them? 

It’s a pretty small village. They must have walked past the café 

when we were on the patio... unless they came out of one of the 

souvenir shops, which we just passed, oh my!”

What Henry and Margaret did not realize then was that there 

were some other aspects of Zig and Emi’s presence.

Earlier, when Henry and Margaret had entered the dining room 

for breakfast, Zig had been standing unseen in a corner of the 

lobby, awaiting their appearance. Emi was outside, sitting on a 

garden chaise in the morning sunshine, enjoying the view. Zig 

came out through the revolving door and said, “I have to get 

something from the room, I’ll be back shortly.” 

Emi nodded.

He had allowed twelve minutes to complete the elevator ride 

up, enter the empty room, do what he had planned and make his 

way back to the front door. In actual fact what really interested 

Zig were Henry’s confidential notes on a few new secret 

developments that had come up during ‘The Conference.’ By 

means of a fat tip in advance, he had originally arranged with 

Mr. Quillter, the Assistant Manager-Reservations, for the room 

on the eighth floor with a view to the mountain and sea, thereby 

assuring him that the sharing arrangement was to his choosing. 

When he had discovered that there was indeed a computer 

glitch in the room allocations, he thought: good excuse.
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During the twelve minutes allotted, Zig was able to open 

Henry’s brief case, which, although it had a special lock, was 

no match for Zig’s picking tools. Following this manoeuvre, he 

used his laser camera to copy the documents that interested him. 

The camera and tools were then locked in his metal case. When 

all was done, he joined Emi who was waiting outside. They then 

caught the van to the Go-Gondola station for the trip down, 

which had been planned in order to avoid any connecting with 

Henry and Margaret.

What they did not anticipate was that Henry and Margaret 

had also chosen the Go-Gondola ride after finding out that the 

regular gondola ride up the mountain was out of service.

A relaxed Zigmas was strolling along the waterfront with Emi; 

earlier, the couple had also enjoyed ‘The Sea-Side’ patio only 

some half hour before the arrival of Henry and Margaret. Emi 

had been interested in some souvenirs; by loitering in a gift shop 

they had unwittingly allowed Henry and Margaret to catch up.

One of the boat captains on a wharf called up to Zig and Emi 

asking them if they’d like to take an excursion ride on their boat. 

Zig called back in perfect English, “Not at the moment, maybe 

later, we might!”

“Oh dear,” said Margaret. “We have been truly deceived.”

Henry was furious and wanted to accost the two Lithuanians 

but Margaret caught his rolled-up shirt sleeve saying, “There’s 

nothing to be gained by making a scene, Henry, is there, really? 

There’s a reason for everything. Maybe they are a bit shy about 

their English.”
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Margaret was only being accommodating. In her thoughts, 

explanations were tumbling around. There was a shadow of 

sadness. She had really taken to Emillja and a true friendship 

had been building between the two, but now, in a flash, 

everything had changed. Why had Zig been so duplicitous? Emi 

was obviously a party to this puzzle too.

Henry and Margaret stood still on the roadway as Zig and Emi 

strolled ahead. The quiet bustle of the scooters and buggies 

merged with the distant sound of the outboard in the bay. The 

fishermen had decided to quit and they started heading for the 

little harbour.

One passenger, as the boat came closer, was peering through 

what appeared to be binoculars and only when Henry thought 

that it would hit the moored fishing boats did the operator 

cut the engine and go into reverse right beside the wharf. The 

passenger jumped out and kneeling on the wharf brought up 

what appeared to be a long-barreled gun and fired one shot in 

the direction of the road. Henry and Margaret saw this play 

out not more than some sixty paces away. Down went orange-

shirted Zig, spinning round with the bullet’s momentum to end 

on his back in the middle of the road. Bystanders scattered. Emi 

stared and fell to her knees.

The gunman leapt back in the boat still holding his weapon, 

steadying himself as the motorboat turned sharply and sped out 

once again into the bay. It was making for the headland beyond 

the blue-green ice cliffs.

One will never know if it was the roar of the outboard, the 

gunshot or nature’s timing, but with a great cracking sound, 
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which took seconds to reach the village, an enormous slab of the 

blue-tinted ice curved out from the tongue of the glacier and 

dropping into the green water of the bay, set off a tidal wave at 

least eight feet high. This bore down on the side of the speeding 

motorboat and flipped it into the air, tossing the two men out 

like puppets. As the follow-up waves smoothed the bay there 

was no sign of the boat or the two men except their hats, the 

binocular case and an empty cardboard cartridge box floating 

gently on the rolling emerald surface.

In the village, Henry and Margaret instinctively ran towards 

the fallen Zig. Emi, leaning over him and holding his hands, was 

crying. “Help him, help him!” in her broken English.

It was immediately apparent that Zig’s large muscular frame 

had taken a high caliber bullet, tearing through his left chest 

and shredding his heart. He was dead.

As the alarm was raised, a small group of volunteers gathered 

from the village. They checked Zig and covered him with a 

blanket, waiting until he could be moved to the village’s First 

Aid Post on Water Street, not far distant. Henry gave his 

business card to the volunteer who appeared to be in charge, 

explaining that he was a witness to the tragedy. Margaret 

consoled Emi, who, totally shocked, insisted that she must stay 

with Zig. 

No explanation was provided as to why this had happened and 

reluctantly turning to his wife, Henry said soberly, “There’s 

nothing we can do at this point. It’s all over.” He said further, 

“Marg, let’s go back to our room and pack and be out of the place 
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either later this afternoon or tomorrow at the latest. This has 

now stopped being a holiday.”

Margaret agreed whole-heartedly and the two of them walked 

quietly back to the Go-Gondola platform where they had only a 

few minutes to wait, before finding themselves alone in the up-

cliff ride, leaving behind the scene of a bloody murder as well 

as many unanswered questions. That afternoon they packed. 

When Henry checked his briefcase he could see that the tiny 

secret light exposure on the corner of the documents indicated 

that there had been tampering. Growing suspicion led him 

behind the sheet curtain. Looking in the closet he found Zig’s 

metal carry-case. 

Grimly, he told it: “You’re coming home with me.” He placed it 

on the supplied trolley with the remainder of his and Margaret’s 

baggage and phoned down to the desk to ask that their bill be 

ready and to send up a porter to help with the luggage. The 

airport limousine was waiting to do the return run and with 

five other couples, they were soon easing around the switchback 

corners until the long run across the flat plain to the airport was 

done. On their arrival home and after a good night’s sleep Henry 

waited for the phone to ring. Sure enough the police wanted 

a witness statement as to what he and Margaret had seen and 

heard. When two officers came to the house, Henry said, “I’ve 

got this for you” and handed Zig’s metal case to them. When 

the questions were asked and answered as best as Henry and 

Margaret knew how, the senior of the two officers said, “We 

will be in touch again very soon.”
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The next day, business-like Officer Morte from the Special 

International Bureau interviewed Henry and Margaret. A small 

pointed nose, rather rat-like, thought Margaret.

The metal case had been opened and the contents examined. 

There were two passports for Zigmas and Emi, which showed 

that she had indeed been a party to some of the events. The 

camera provided the evidence that Henry’s documents had 

been copied.

The background, as the picture unfolded, appeared to be this: 

during and following the Cold War some Lithuanians had 

cooperated closely with the Russian occupation. When glasnost 

arrived, with the breaking up of the Iron Curtain, they still 

threw their hand in with the new Russia. Their given task was 

to engage in commercial and military espionage. The liberated 

new nationalists in their home country wanted to eradicate 

these so-called traitors, once and for all. The hunters would 

travel anywhere to eliminate the Zigs (and Emis) and the like. 

In a follow-up interview with Officer Morte and after some 

minor points had been cleared up, Margaret, who was sitting in 

on the interview, raised her hand. 

“I’ve got a question.”

“Yes,” from Officer Morte, frowning, being more used to asking 

the questions.

“How did the men in the boat know that the Kostovs were down 

in the seaside village?” 

Officer Morte’s expression shifted to a bleak smile. If Henry had 

asked, the answer would have been a stone-wall, but here was an 
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opportunity for the alpha male to demonstrate his superiority 

in front of Henry. 

Officer Morte cleared his throat. “The hunters had a spy in 

the Mountain Cliff Seaview who made an arrangement with a 

resort employee on payment of a very large bribe. This employee 

was able to monitor the Kostovs’ movements and report them 

by phone, admitting to us that he had no idea the location that 

he was calling; all he had was a number.”

“Not Quillter?” came from Henry.

Morte nodded. Margaret and Henry shook their heads in 

disbelief. Quillter was an individual who worked for the highest 

bidder, even if it means accepting the low bidder too.

Henry and Margaret were unhappy witnesses to a real  

life drama.

Reading in the newspaper and following the news, they 

gathered that, although in this case, now widow Emi had not 

been as active as Zigmas had been, still she had been involved 

in the deception as an accomplice, maybe more. As the plot 

became clearer she was arrested and went on trial. She pleaded 

guilty to the facts as presented to the court and was sentenced 

to a prison term, obtaining early release and parole for her work 

with inmates in teaching voice.

Mr. Quillter had suddenly resigned his position and taken a 

position as Manager of a small hotel on the tiny South Sea island 

of Obelonga, which had no government, nor for that matter any 

extradition treaty.
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The assassins in the boat were never found in spite of a 

dedicated search. It is probable that they still lie in the icy 

green deep, anchored, no doubt, by the weight of shiny bullets 

in their pockets.

Months later, while bed-making, Margaret reflected. Cotton 

sheets and Iron Curtains do not necessarily bring peace and 

friendship. She then wondered where Emi was and what 

she was up to. She was such a sweet person and so talented. 

It would be fun to go over the room-sharing but then there 

was that awful tragedy. Margaret plumped the pillows. The 

phone rang.
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