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LOVE

(postscript – 

bedtime journal scribbles – 

a back-to-front prelude – 

hot chocolate and crumbs by the bedside – 

from longing to love)

Sometimes I am without your touch.

Your warmth escapes me.

Our bodies melting.

Energies on the breath of life, giving birth to you.

Giving life.

In the darkness, there is us.

Unbreakable love.

Sometimes under storms, when the window shakes and the rain does not stay away.

In those times my body is your shelter.

At my breast, I feel your breath.

On my legs the softness of your skin, a body still growing.

Young. Supple.

Wanting comfort.

In the darkness of a soft bed, the moon rises, the frogs jump along the window sill and I remind you of the extent of my love.

I touch your hair and smell its sweetness.

I rub my nose onto your nose.

Eskimo kisses.

Thoughts chatter in your mind, never stopping, for a moment. I put them where they need to dwell, into the

softness of my love that knows the sweetness of your gentle heart.

As I hold you close, you drift into dreams, sometimes only superficial because I am not there with you. But not this time. You are safe. You are under the warmth of my breath.

On waking you do not show your sadness that I was not there at dawn.

On the times where I am, you reach out to me, feeling that I am there, and you have comfort. 

You are calm.

Only at times your sleep is light, erratic, restless, more lost with the deepness of dreams where you should dwell.

Dreams of our hands together, like mine were with his when I was a child.

Gentle,

large,

fingers inside fingers.

Settle your dreams with depth.

Submerge into our memories, 

where love never ceased.

Where love has always dwelled and cannot ever end. It passes like a ball to whoever is most worthy and gracious to catch. Even after I am gone. 

There will be love to the worthiest, only to those who hold you in the highest regard. 

Like a bird in flight over the most gracious sunset at sea, where my heart flows. Where it will never end, floating forever in the winds of a gull’s cry. 

Floating in our warmth in our words and songs and the sweetest things of life. 

The scent of a rose.

In years and dreams where you were unknown, longing disturbed my sleep.

And then I found you.

Perfection in every way.

Love in your eyes for me.

Love in your touch.

Love for you.

(Lucy underlines and scribbles – love, love, love, love – sleeps in bliss of warm bodies and a memory of loss in her body that never, ever fades).

Snow

(snow and sadness grip Lucy’s heart, loss in a world of white...back 10 years where hope was little seen, known, but still there somewhere.)

In an engulfment of a frozen white blanket the barren trees echoed my sadness.  Nature was merely dormant but to me it seemed all life was dead.  Lying alone in bed I listened to the wind howl through the gap under the window, and felt desperately uneasy.  During those winter days, the rain hit my window with gentle sideways rhythms; there seemed to be an instrument absent in this tune.  

Missing was the comfort of the sounds from my childhood memories; the chorus of water logged gum trees that swirled their leaves in a hushing symphony, a melody of gum nuts and rain drops falling with ambient beats onto a corrugated iron roof. 

On that day after the first heavy snow fall of winter, there was no rain.  There was just the icy chill rising from the blanket of frozen water that engulfed my world.  As each perfectly formed crystal of fluff melted from my balcony I was reminded that nothing was permanent and that my circumstances would change too.  

If there was ice and snow around my heart, I hoped in time it would melt.

I knew spring would arrive, the four seasons are a certainty in a European climate, yet why did I distrust my own body?  To be able to trust again that it could transform from a state of being dormant into one of fertile motherhood, was a distant unanswered prayer.

In the early hours of morning a light shower of snow began to fall.  

I put my hand out the window to catch the flakes. 

They dissolved into nothingness.  

I could grasp them no more than my unborn children.  The perfectly formed white crystals transformed into a wet blob on my palm.  Tears fell and I gasped for air.  I studied the lines on my palm and felt the cellular memory given by generations of women before.  I held their stories, but what were they? 

The sun hit the melting snow with a brilliant radiance of white.  I felt trapped by its icy elegance and my thoughts of ill health.  I raced down the four flights of stairs, pulled on my hat, gloves and scarf and slammed the large blue wooden door behind me.  
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Section 1 – Hunting for treasure
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Chapter 1 – The Hunt begins 
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I was looking for buried treasure.  The Monreith Hoard consisted of three crates.  They had been hidden under the sands of the Gobi Desert in China since 1886. Based on my research, I expected them to contain a type of porcelain called Celadon ware, ancient Chinese artefacts and a large solid gold Buddha statue. The first crate had been located and was about to be raised to the surface. 

Snap.  I took the first in a series of pictures for the exhibition I was curator of at the British Museum. Large photographs in black and white would hang from ceiling to floor as a back drop to the glass encased objects that we would find in the desert.

The red expanse of sand stretched out in front of me.  On the horizon were a line of sand dunes which curved around and cradled our camp.  I crouched down and let the ochre particles of sand run through my fingers.  The familiar movements took me back in time.  I saw my hands small and smooth and belonging to my youth.  The sand became white and soft and glistened as it ran though my hands.  Behind the shower of sand was a long expanse of beach and a tiny bungalow perched on the shoreline.  It was a place I both loved and had tried to forget.

“Lucy, are you coming?  The crate is almost out!” my colleague yelled from behind our camp.

“Yeh, I’m coming Yi, be there in a tick.”

I reached out to grab my backpack from the ground.  In my haste two letters I had been carrying with me blew across the sand.  I chased them and caught the white pieces of paper.  Quickly, I shoved them into my bag not wanting to deal with the matter that they contained.  One letter was from my lawyer in Australia, the other was from my sister in France, and both were regarding my deceased parent’s house.  The sealed bungalow by the sea was calling me home. 

The crate was three metres wide by four metres high.  It creaked as it was raised by ropes which fed into a mechanical, generator driven hoist.  As the sand drizzled from its sides I wondered how much of Monrieth’s collection of ancient Chinese porcelain had survived intact.  The desert was an excellent environment for preserving objects.  The dry conditions meant that moisture would not be present to cause erosion. 

I had been researching the collections of Eugene Davidson Monrieth for six years.  Monreith was a late nineteenth century collector of ancient Chinese artefacts.  He made several expeditions to China at a time when European explorers were taking large amounts of cultural objects out of China.  I had stumbled across the existence of the crates while researching some objects in the British Museum that formed part of Monreith’s first expedition to China.  His letters to his cousin Heather Graham had led me to the Gobi desert.  She was the benefactor of his expedition and I was curious to find out more about her.   

As the lid of the crate was carefully opened, Yi and I lifted each object out with precision and care.  We moved the items to our makeshift collation area: two trestle tables standing under a tarpaulin which provided shade against the desert heat.  

Ten green glazed stoneware bowls and pots were intact.  Another eight lay in fragments.  Some large pieces of silk and a two wooden string instruments also came out of the crate.  

“They’re really exquisite,” I said to Yi as we examined our find.

“I know Lucy.  Aren’t they? Your hunch on the location was spot on, even if everyone else doubted you. I hope we find the others soon,” Yi said as she detailed the next object on the database in her laptop. 

“The team are going out tomorrow to keep looking.  I just can’t work out why the crates are not together.  All I can think is that the camel team somehow got broken up.”

“Yeh, sometimes we have to do a lot of guess work,” Yi said with a smile.  I had known her for ten years and had seldom seen her lighter side in work situations.  I had done all my archaeological field work training under Yi on several expeditions to China.  She was a Chinese expert in Celadon ware porcelain.  In recent years she had become a rare friend in my life that was becoming increasingly isolated by pain.  

After our day of excavating, sorting and cataloguing I lay in my little two man tent alone and exhausted.  Tucked in the sleeping bag I re-read the letters that I had nearly lost to the winds of the desert.  

Reading by the glow of my torch, the letter from my lawyer, Jack Peters began:  


You are requested to appear in person to sign the transfer of the estate management to Child’s and Child’s Lawyers, upon the retirement and dissolution of the practice of your current representative.  It is the Firm’s recommendation that the house in question be transferred to the management of the suggested party, or it should be sold and the funds managed for the client in question.


Jack Peters was seventy years old. I looked forward to receiving is annual letters because for one day a year I knew for certain that my parents’ life was real and not imagined.  The other letter was from my twin sister Ursula.  She had also received the same letter from Jack Peters and she wrote urging me not to sell the bungalow. 

Ursula had been adamant from the time of our parent’s passing fifteen years ago when we were teenagers, that she never wanted the house sold.  She said in her letter that the beach house back in Australia was her only real sense of home.  


You know me sis, always travelling...maybe one day I’ll go back and live there, who knows.  Not now, the memories are still all too strong...keep the house Lucy, keep it for you.  You have always loved that place, and besides we don’t need to sell it, financially I mean.  Just think about it ok.  Please.  Keep the house.  For Mum and Dad, for their memory. 


She was right.  We didn’t need to sell the house for financial reasons.  Our inheritance had been sizeable, money earned and invested by my mother’s parents, wealthy pastoralists from the South Australian mid north region.  How far and dislocated I felt from that world now.

I placed the letters back in my bag and slid them inside my sketch book for safe keeping.  I took a pencil stored within the coil binding of the book and tried to do a sketch from a photograph of the sand dunes around the camp.  A few lines stretched out across the page. Suddenly my hand felt so heavy I could no longer continue. 

I lowered my torch and lay huddled in the sleeping bag.  A cramping, stabbing burning surge of pelvic pain suddenly began to grip me.  I reached out for my bag and pulled out the last two tablets in a foil sheet of paracetamol.  My hands trembled as I guzzled them on the water from my flask.  This was becoming a frequent event, and I pulled the sleeping bag over my head and smothered my cries of pain.  

For twelve years I had lived with horrific monthly menstrual pain, but now it was only getting worse.  It was lasting for a week of each month and I feared that I could no longer keep it a secret from my colleagues.  How could I possibly work tomorrow out there in the desert?  Usually I shunned away from field work and confined myself to studying ceramics in the basement of the British Museum.

Alone in my tent, I drifted into sleep yearning for an end to my pain and longing for the touch of another.  It was a touch of love, an embrace, a deep sense of comfort that I craved and had also barricaded myself from, just like the crate hidden within the sand.  Would my heart ever be resurrected again?

That night, I dreamt of the bungalow by the sea; a storm embraced it with darkness, clouds and rain consumed it.  There was no telling when this tempest would pass.  

In the morning I helped our team pack up the camp.  Our work retrieving the first crate was complete.  I would now return home and wait for news of the location of the next crate.  I left China and accompanied the Monreith collection on a plane heading for London. 

***
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Back in my apartment I wrote a letter informing Jack Peters that I could not possibly return to Australia at this time and that I hoped he could arrange for me to complete the legal documents from London. I placed a copy of the letter into a folder on my shelf.  Next to it sat my bound PhD. 

This academic document was written through a period of isolation and pain.  Huddled in the cubicles of the University of London library I spent countless hours, consumed in my relentless study.  Since my mother’s death at the age of twelve, academic pursuits had been my only solace.  When my father died five years later, the scholarship I gained, for a Degree in Archaeology in London, enabled me to escape.  

As I replaced the document on the shelf, it seemed apparent that its sterility did not reveal the physical marathon that was involved in producing it.  

The gold inscription on the spine read:  “Celadon of the Yuan Dynasty” by Lucy Saunders.  I pulled the black A4 sized document from the shelf and flicked through the pages of writing.  The quote on the first page stated that Celadon:

“is a Western term applied to the certain groups of high fired wares with green glazes, which owe their colour to the reduction during firing of a small amount of iron-oxide in the glaze composition....The term celadon...may come from a 17th century pastoral romance by D’Ufé, entitled L’Astrée, in which a shepherd named Céladon appears wearing a grey-green costume.”  

Since then, years of repetitious activities had contained and controlled my emotions. Mending tiny shards of broken pottery became my exercise in preserving ancient history and for forgetting my own damaged past.  As a museum curator, I filed and catalogued other people’s creations; beautiful, rare and delicate Chinese ceramics.  I looked at the unused sketch books on the shelf.  Would I ever find my own passion my creating art again?  It seemed trapped in that sealed bungalow and I didn’t know how to begin to free it.

**
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Huddled alone in bed, my tormented nightmares closed in on me once again.  The ghostly figures of my mother and father sat behind the windows of the beach side bungalow.  They read the paper and sipped cups of Earl Grey tea.  A small circular table with a willow pattern tablecloth held an arrangement of scones with jam and cream.  I called to them through a partly opened window. They seemed oblivious of my existence. As I yelled my voice became lost in the sounds of a wind chime.  The ringing of the pagoda shaped chime became louder with every call; its sound finally shaking me from sleep.  I woke feeling abandoned and so very, very lost.  

In the morning I sipped tea and stared out of the balcony window.  I watched the first snowflakes of winter fall.  The fluffs of snow settled on the window sill drawing my attention to the little blue and white willow pattern cup on the inside ledge.  My great-great grandmother Grace O’Halloran had first owned the cup.  She had immigrated to Australia from Ireland on assisted passage in 1876.  That was all I knew about the history of the object.  

There had always seemed to me that a lost story of Grace’s life was held within the pattern of the cup. “Lucy”.  My name was called by soaring blue and white birds.  But I ignored the cries as I always did and closed the door to my apartment and went to work.
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Chapter 2 – Lost

[image: ]


The finds from the first crate had been exciting.  Of the objects that were intact, the colours on the glazes were exquisite and the forms delicate and beautiful.  There were a variety of milky, green-grey, green-blue and yellow-green glazes on stoneware bodies.  The shards of the broken pieces revealed incising of Buddhist forms such as the endless knot and the conch shell.  

It had been one month since my return from the Gobi Desert and the team still hadn’t found the second crate.  I had just finished piecing the shards of the shattered objects together from the first crate.

While I waited for the next crate to be located, I continued my ongoing work of collating the objects belonging to the first expedition of Monreith. 

For years I had been searching through racks of uncollated objects in the British Museum’s reserve collection for what I believed to be all of the objects that Monreith had bought back from China.  This work was based on detailed lists of the objects I had found written in letters to Heather Graham. 

Recently I had uncovered a large assortment of porcelain still in its original packing.  It seemed to have never been on display in the museum.  The accompanying documents explained that a Chinese official had written to the museum to request the return of the objects.  

As I lifted a large tray of objects from a storage rack, I was struck by a stabbing pain in the right side of my abdomen. I collapsed and tried to save the tray from falling. As I did so, a pair of beautiful dark arms reached under my torso from behind.  My own pale forearms stretched out along the smooth masculine arms.  Our hands clasped the tray of Celadon ware.  The green pieces glistened in the light from the pavement level window, safe and protected from harm.  My pain burnt and shot and stabbed but with the embrace of a stranger I felt an unaccustomed blanket of comfort encase me.

Charlie Siwan-Black sat by my hospital bed waiting for the results of the medical tests.  His kind dark eyes read articles from The Collector, an archaeological magazine in which we both frequently wrote.  As he scoffed and marvelled at the highlights in the magazine, he made me cups of tea. 

“You know Lucy,” Charlie said, “the English medical system is first class, so don’t worry.”

“Do you reckon?” I sarcastically retorted. 

“Compared to third world countries, like where I grew up in Asia, it is.”

“Oh, I thought you grew up in England.  You’ve got such a lovely British accent,” I replied. 

“I went to international schools in Asia.  Most of my teachers were English.  My father is British.”  Charlie paused and shifted his gaze to the left of me.  His profile was beautifully illuminated with horizontal lines of warm yellow afternoon sunlight that streamed though the gaps of the downward facing shutters behind me. 

Charlie took a pink rose from the vase of flowers sitting by the bed side table that he had bought from the gift shop down stairs.  He put the perfectly proportioned just opening bud to his nose and took a deep inhalation of the perfume.  

“Smell Lucy,” Charlie instructed me.  

I closed my eyes and allowed the scent, which seemed to hold the essence of a warm summer evening, demolish the sterility of the bleach infused hospital room.  Pink moved into me.  As the gentleness of the colour permeated into my cells it tingled my nasal cavity and made my body feel alive again.  

I lay with my eyes closed for a long time, smelling the perfume of the bud I had taken into my own hand.  If a wave of pain tried to take the bliss I had found through the sensual pleasure of pink, then I would hear Charlie’s voice repeat one word “breathe”.  As his hand rested on my forearm, his sense of calm seemed to flow into me.  A wave of pain struck me, and Charlie gripped my hand.

“Don’t leave Charlie; please can you stay longer, please.”

“Don’t worry Lucy, I am here.  I am here.”

I was suddenly gripped by a feeling of claustrophobia.  I had to get some air. I bolted upright pushing Charlie away. I sat on the edge of the bed with my torso bent over.  My eyes welled with tears.  I placed my bare feet with onto the worn linoleum floor and attempted to stand.  Pain shot through my body and my legs collapsed under me.  Falling back onto the bed I began to tremble.  

Charlie reached out for me and in the protection of his embrace I let the black tear deposits of my mascara leave their mark on the soft weave of Charlie’s shirt.  As I tried to wipe the stain away, my makeup seemed only to embed itself deeper into the fabric.  Apologizing under a blubbering dribbling mouth of tears, the simplicity of the black marks of my lashes on someone else’s shirt made it seem like the heaviness of my load had finally been divided and shared.  

I pushed myself out of Charlie’s arms upon hearing the intrusive voice of a young male Indian doctor.  He had arrived to deliver my results.

“It seems you have a large cyst on your right ovary,” was the abrupt diagnosis which came after six hours of waiting in an enclosure of white.

“Go home and rest.  If you have pain again, come back and we will do another scan.  Cysts are wery, wery common in ladies of your age.  They grow out of your ovary each month.  It will probably go away.”

I returned to work the next day ignoring the doctor’s advice for rest.  Work drowned any echo of my physical torture through the monotonous rituals of routine.  The unanswered question of my increasing pelvic pain, however, shifted my tired body into the confines of the basement with an uncomfortable sense of mental confusion.  You’re just a bit run down Lucy, I told myself, too much heavy lifting and no natural sun light would certainly affect anyone’s health.

The day after my hospital visit, I discovered Charlie searching through a dusty stack of ancient Chinese manuscripts.  In the dark caverns of the museum basement we worked silently together.  At a long wooden sorting table covered with green felt, I examined shards of broken porcelain, while Charlie held a magnifying glass over gold inscriptions.

“What’s your research about?” I mumbled to Charlie, looking up only momentarily from my tray.  I felt a connection with Charlie that I did not want to reveal.  

“I’m doing research at the Chu Grotto in China.”  Charlie studied the fragments of gold leaf peeling from a large yellowing page with pensive concentration. 

“I haven’t heard of it.”

“No.  It’s a new discovery.  Have you heard of Dunhuang?”

“Yes, but I don’t know much about it.”  Recalling our moment of intimacy at the hospital, my hands sweated inside my white gloves.  I avoided Charlie’s gaze.

“I can tell you about the link between Dunhuang and the Chu Grotto, if it is of interest to you Lucy?”

I looked up from my shards and lowered my glasses.  Charlie had successfully gained my attention by the gesture of asking for my permission to continue.  I pushed the wooden chair back from the table with a large squeal that resonated on the parquetry floor.  Swiftly, I moved to an arched triptych of windows that sat in the hollows below the courtyard outside.  Mesh-wire and iron bars obscured my view of pigeons cooing on the stairwell ledge above.  As I stared at the world beyond the secretive enclave I had become lost in, it started to rain.  I watched as the drops of water drowned the pavement above me.  All light was lost in the little room, and Charlie and I stood in near darkness.  

Fumbling in the dimly lit room, I found the light switch behind the edge of the book case that coved the eastern wall and turned on the florescent overhead lights that hung like untimely intruders from the aged wooden ceiling.  In the glare Charlie’s beautiful skin lost its honey hues, and his long sanguine face seemed like a charcoal sketch.  His bushy black eyebrows framed his dark round eyes.  His scruffy shoulder length hair formed a black covering of strands that sat like well placed strokes from a large charcoal stick.  His lips were the only part of his face that held any colour, and I felt mesmerized by the rose petal tones of his mouth against the shimmering whiteness of his teeth. 

I pulled two chairs from the sorting table under the arching windows in an invitation for Charlie to sit with me while he explained about the Chu Grotto.  Charlie spoke loudly above the sounds of the pounding rain.  

“As you probably know Dunhuang is at the edge of the Gobi Desert, in North West China.  Before my work at Chu, I was working at Dunhuang with the British Library as part of the International Dunhuang Project as a specialist in manuscripts.”

“What was your role exactly?”

“The IDP is an international project based at the British Library here in London.  In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century excavations happened in the Library Cave in Dunhuang.  One hundred thousand manuscripts and other artefacts were then spread to collections all over the world.  I have just finished a book about the manuscripts of Dunhuang.”

“Were the manuscripts written in Chinese?”

“Some, but not all.”  

“Were the manuscripts you were documenting Buddhist works?”

“Yes.”

“So how does your current research connect with Dunhuang?”  

“My team in China are searching for the missing pieces in the collection of an explorer named Aurel Stein.”

“Did you say Stein?”

“Yes, Aurel Stein, why do you ask?”

“We have been excavating the lost hoard of Stein’s predecessor Captain Eugene Davidson Monreith.”

Charlie looked downward in a perplexed and contemplative expression.  I followed his gaze to see his worn leather knapsack at his feet; protruding from it was a slender metal thermos.

“Is that tea in your bag, I’d love a cuppa, how about you?” I said nodding toward the silver object nestled amongst a stack of loose hand written notes.

Charlie moved his foot knocking the thermos from the bag.  

“I am sure you always follow rules about food and drink and collections, but we are not expected to be camels are we?  Besides, here by the window away from the artefacts is perfectly okay.”  This research room had been booked for our use exclusively, so I was confident we would not be interrupted.

Charlie placed the thermos in his lap and poured out steaming green tea into the cup lid.  

“You go first, I drink after,” he gently ordered.

I sipped at the fragrant jasmine tea holding the little cup in my hand for warmth.

“That era of archaeology, the late nineteenth century I mean, was so removed from any morality, wasn’t it?  Europeans took from so many cultures like it was their right.”  I looked around at the endless clutter of hidden artefacts.  “Well, we are surrounded by the evidence aren’t we?”

“Absolutely,” Charlie said in agreement. 

“Oh, I’m sorry I interrupted you.  Please go on, tell me more about Stein’s connection to the Chu Grotto.”

“In 1916 Stein returned from a three-year expedition along the silk route coming back with over forty thousand artefacts.  Most of them ended up here,” Charlie explained.

“Explorations along the Silk Route are fascinating.  My findings are quite controversial because they reveal that Monreith travelled the same route as Stein but fifteen years earlier.  Monreith’s explorations have been lost from history because of his untimely death in the desert,” I said.

“The desert holds much lost treasure and untold stories” Charlie stated, as if holding back a wealth of knowledge.

“So was there anything of particular significance that Stein found or should I say stole from Dunhuang?”

“Stein found the first block printed book in the world, the Diamond Sutra, made in 868 AD.  He also found thousands of manuscripts preserved in the dry conditions of the Temple Caves.  Nothing so amazing has been discovered since, well not until the Chu Grotto,” Charlie said with excitement.

Charlie went on to explain that if he could find the missing manuscripts in a series of books that were believed to be part of Stein’s fourth expedition hoard, then he could potentially prove the artistic similarities between the newly excavated Chu Grotto and the Mogao Cave Temples.  

As I listened to Charlie talk I imagined the Mogao Temple Caves, situated thirty kilometres north east of Dunhuang.  I saw Stein and the French explorer Paul Pelliot slicing off stone carved lintels, ripping silk wall hanging from the walls and placing hundreds of manuscripts into crates.  And prior to this intrusion I could visualize the lone Buddhist monk silently carving the caves out of the cliff face during the Tang Dynasty.  The caves grew and finally over seven hundred caves containing murals and hundreds of sculptures stretched out in from of me.  They were all taken, but at the Chu Grotto they had been spared by the sands of the desert. 

I studied the gentle clasp of Charlie’s long fingers that were now wrapped around the tea cup.  For a field archaeologist his hands appeared uncharacteristically soft.  

“Our work is so amazingly connected.”  The rain had finally eased to a drizzle and I hushed my voice as I spoke.

“As I think I mentioned, I have just returned from China myself.”

“Where was your dig?”

“In the Gobi Desert.  One hundred kilometres from Dunhuang.”

“You have been working in Gobi also?  I noticed you sorting shards with the green glaze. Cel-a-don, right?”

“Yes. I have been restoring some of the objects...wait a minute.”

I left Charlie and retrieved the precious object from the a-joining store room.  The green-grey object sat in a padded tray, protected and secure.  As I wheeled the object out on its trolley, I thought of my tiny blue and white cup sitting alone in the quiet stillness of my apartment. The Celadon vase, the willow pattern cup, and myself were a fractured trio with a silenced past.

“Wow, what a find!  The repair work is great; I can hardly see the fractures.”

“I have been lucky enough to train in restoration as well.”  

I traced the lines of the vase with my gloved finger.  The long neck and the elegant rim were the simple and well balanced features of this fifteen centimetre object.  I had resurrected it from a life buried under a mountain of sand within a sealed wooden crate and once again the elegance of a forgotten era could shine.  As I studied the arched fish shaped handles on either side of the neck, the artefact spoke of formality and the appreciation of a highly specialized and perfected artistic tradition.  

“Why was the hoard lost?”

“We’re not really sure.  I think that it was either raided by local bandits in search of treasure, or they just became lost.  We are still looking for two more crates.  We hope to find a solid gold Buddha statue.”

“Oh, I have heard of that myth.”

“Really?” I said with surprise.

“Yes, I remember reading about it in one of the manuscripts from the Chu Grotto.  The manuscript said there was a room of gold with Buddha made all of gold.  We never did find it at Chu, so we concluded it was just a myth.” 

Charlie said sipping more tea. 

“Well the way Monreith spoke about it in his letters from Samarkand you’d think it was real.”

“Lucy, how did you ever locate the crates, the desert is a big place?”

“All of Monreith’s correspondence from his time as a Captain stationed in British India is fortunately preserved in the British Library.  In his letters to his benefactor, Heather Graham, there was a detailed map of the journey Monreith was going to take.  Bandits were well known in that particular area of the Gobi, so that helped get an approximate location.  It was actually the gold statue that got the project up and running.  People start to pay attention once the word gold is mentioned.  So we got our big budget for the project from private investors and I sent out the team to start the search.”  The overwhelming size of the project and my deteriorating health suddenly caused a heaviness to wash over me.

“Are you all right Lucy, you look a bit pale.”

“Yes thanks Charlie.  I just need some air.  I’ll see you later ok?”

“Wait Lucy.  I’ll come with you.”

As we walked under the dome of the Great Courtyard of the Museum the swirl of tourists around the central circular reading room made my head spin.  The rear doors were cloaked with a sheet of rain.  Standing at the exit to the museum I felt frozen with indecision over which direction I should take. 
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Charlie and I sat at my tiny kitchen table overlooking the balcony. I awkwardly sucked a strand of rice noodle into my mouth.  It was sweet and sticky.  My taste buds tingled with delight.  The flavours were full bodied and well balanced.  I took another mouthful and let the comfort and warmth of the cooking enter my body.  I looked across at his long fingers caressing his spoon and I longed to take hold of his hand.  I felt as if my heart was coming home. 

Dark sauce splattered onto my willow pattern table cloth, obscuring the story presented in the pristine blue stitching on white pressed cotton.  My heart sank as the birds which hovered above the scene, disappeared from view. I had placed the cloth on the table in hope that I could bring life to the past. Until now I had kept it wrapped in a plastic cover, unused and sterile.  It felt it was time to let it breathe.  Regret began to spoil my random act of inspiration. 

Regardless of the reality of excellent stain removal available, the disfiguration felt permanent.  The cloth was one of two precious items that had belonged to my mother that I had taken with me when I left their house for the U.K.  The other item was the willow pattern tea cup, which now basked in the changing seasons of light carried through the window of my loft apartment.  

As I tried to concentrate on Charlie’s conversation about the Chu Grotto my eyes welled with tears at the thought that the stain may be permanent.  Guzzling red wine was an ineffective disguise of my fragility.  Reaching across the table to fill Charlie’s glass, the contents of the wine bottle spread like a sea of blood across the blue and white embroidered cloth.  A calm exterior masked the devastation that consumed me.  I watched the light reflect off the porcelain tea cup sitting by the window seal.  The yellow light from the neighbour’s window filtered through the glass illuminating the cup in eerie shades of purple and yellow.  

Floating in the cup, I left the apartment and moved high above the city lights.  There I could see the Thames glowing with a passage of lights, carving its curved path through London, slicing the city in half.  The stars glistened around me and below the chaos of the city finally offered tranquillity.  As I floated in my mind I found the dome of the British Museum, protecting my Celadon ware that were sleeping snug below the cold tiles of the Museum floor.  And if this dream were real it soon ended when I jumped with a jolt from my seat, feeling the cup suddenly hurtle into the glass dome, the porcelain shattering around me.  

In my altered state of reality, Charlie had removed the table cloth and placed it into the washing machine which I could hear rotating in slow frothing motions under the kitchen sink. 

“It’s a beautiful cup,” Charlie said noticing my gaze toward the window sill. 

“It was my mother’s.”

“Was?”

“Yes.  Both my parents died when I was young.”

“I’m so very sorry Lucy.”

I remained silent.

Charlie inspected the cup in closer detail. 

“Yes, very beautiful.  I think this is quite old.”

“It was handed down through the generations of my family.  It seems to have been produced in the Qing Dynasty, around 1880.  The stamped inscription on the underside, once translated, clearly reveals the date, and location as Jingdezhen.”

“The fracture also looks like it was repaired a long time ago, is that correct?” 

“I believe so.  Examination of the binding substance correlates with the late nineteen century date, so I think it must have happened early in the cup’s life.”

“The willow pattern cup has come to you Lucy because you have an affinity with porcelain.”  As we stood in the icy air on the balcony, I felt Charlie was able to read the essence of my being.  

“It must be like your heart Lucy, delicate and beautiful, but slightly flawed by your difficult past.”

These words of compassion reached my being and began to shake loose the stagnation of my heart.  It was as if a breeze had been allowed to rustle the leaves of a tree, which had lain dormant.  As the lights of the surrounding apartment block danced to the movement of the fountain’s constant trickle in the garden below, my mind lost control of its steady rhythm.  The sound of the fluctuating ebb and flow drew me back to the bungalow by the ocean.  I could hear my own laughter, I was eight, and I was chasing my mother through the shallows of the water’s edge.  Her long red hair streamed out behind her, but I couldn’t reach her.  And then she was gone.

Kiss me Charlie, please, please kiss me, I repeated in my mind, and suddenly his lips were on mine.  As the lights of the surrounding apartments swirled around us my legs went to jelly and I thought I may plummet into the fountain below.  

The window directly opposite suddenly sprang open and the laughter and music of a party engulfed the protected space of the gated garden.  Fragrant jazz music bustled its way into the privacy of our little balcony and we held each other and swayed to ambient rhythms.  We both looked into the direction of the window and saw the beautifully dressed gregarious couple entertaining their guests with raucous laughter and copious amounts of champagne.  As I looked down at my worn out woolly slippers and Charlie’s socked feet, I knew we were a complementary couple, and we could offer a refuge in each other’s hearts. 

With each caress of his hand on my skin a tear fell.  His whole being was inside me, knocking and knocking to get into my heart.  

Go away.  Go away.  Please.  It is too hard to feel again.  I am here Lucy.  I love you.  I am here.  Forever Lucy, forever.

The gates were open.  We were one.

That night I dreamt that I was searching the Chu Grotto for Charlie.  I pushed away piles of manuscripts, for what seemed like hours.  As I shifted them more appeared.  The dust engulfed me, until a woman named Pee pointed to the direction of Charlie.  He sat on top of the manuscripts, smoking a pipe and had become an old man.  Then suddenly the pile collapsed and I dug down to find Charlie.  There I found his skeleton, laughing at me.
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As I pushed the pink floral curtain back from the bedroom window which faced into the street, I could see the children running into the school opposite my building.  Through the open window the noise of their laughter reached my ears on icy chill of the morning air.  A little girl kissed her father goodbye and ran towards her friends.  There were many parents fare welling their children at the gate, and as I watched their lives from above, I realised how disconnected from a life of loving my reality had become.  My cerebral existence suddenly felt like the emptiness contained in the well of nothingness in a porcelain cup.  There was immense safety in relating to inanimate objects only.  As the children scurried into the school room, I wanted to run into the museum basement and shatter all the shards that had been relentlessly tormenting me with their evasive existence.  

Opening my robe slightly, I looked down at my skinny body and retraced the memory of Charlie’s touch.  An epiphany enveloped me; I was a childless woman who was yearning to bring forth new life.  The banging of car doors and a relentless digital school bell failed to shake Charlie from his deep snoring slumber within my pink sheets and floral bedspread.  “Don’t forget your lunch” the mother yelled at her child who was running toward the school gate.  The girl ran back and jumped up to the window and kissed her mother on the cheek.  When would my time come?
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“You remember that weekend in the Cotswolds a couple of months ago,” I said to Charlie over a meal of Spaghetti Bolognese in a
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I feel so very tired.  I don’t want to think about all that has happened.  It all feels so painful to think about.  I feel so very lonely and completely empty inside.  Will this feeling of emptiness ever leave me again?  I fear not.  I can hear the water splash from the fountain in the garden below my window.  Its rhythm is steady and calming.  It reminds me of the hushing of an incoming tide.  It is this sound that used to rock me to sleep as a child.  It is a pleasant and welcomed lullaby. 
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