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FAMILIAR - - The murder of a concubine 150 years ago leads to the sinister haunting of a family newly arrived in the New Territories of Hong Kong. A bizarre love triangle ensues, but what is the spirit truly searching for? A poignant exploration of the afterworld... for those who love cats.
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CUTTING  EDGE - - The centrepiece of the anthology, this novella documents the disintegration of a cutting-edge hospital in sub-equatorial Africa. The time: a few years before the end of colonial rule. 

Jessie Mfune, a young girl rescued from the scene of a tribal massacre, has been brought up by an English family in the sanctuary of the highly reputable Mbala Mission Hospital in Nyasaland, now known as Malawi.

Now, eight years on, she is forced to think about what and who she is. That means coming to terms with her emerging adulthood and the religious and racial dogma with which she’s been indoctrinated. Not to mention the anger that still smoulders inside her as she remembers how her parents were left to die.

As we join the story the hospital is in crisis. The much-loved nursing sister of the operating theatre has developed a sudden, mysterious and devastating illness. A new doctor has arrived from England. He is widely disliked for his unpleasant personality. The monsoon rains are on their way, and independence is just round the corner.

If that were not enough, Penda, the feared and brutal chief of Jessie’s tribe – the tyrant responsible for the deaths of her parents – has made sinister approaches to the hospital and will be demanding treatment.

With the dreaded day approaching, tension mounts amongst the medical personnel, including Jessie herself, who will have to deal with him, his armed enforcers – and his witchdoctor.
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NIGHTFALL - - A serious climbing accident in the Canadian Rockies blurs the thin margin between life and death and explores the lonely – and forever hypothetical – existence of locked-in syndrome.
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THOUSANDMOON - - This short story describes the end of the world. A new perspective on the politics of global warming, it’s written in the form of an Inuit legend.
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SILLY  WATER - - A small-town science teacher in the US accidently stumbles upon an idea for a truly terrifying new weapon that can sink an aircraft carrier in seconds. Think the new Chinese warship, the Liaoning... Of course, if it really works, he cannot be allowed to live.
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LOVE  LETTERS - - What happened to them? Scandal and intrigue dominated the headlines when a married man and his lover disappeared in the Yorkshire Dales. 60 years later some mysterious remains are found deep under the earth... but where? And why? Not for the claustrophobic.
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HUNGER - - An unforeseen horror visits a remote hillside village in Hong Kong.
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THE  VILLA  THAT  OVERLOOKED  THE  SEA

xxx

By the time he had finished digging the shallow grave the sun had climbed high in the sky.

The man who lived in the villa that overlooked the sea leaned on his spade and sighed heavily. Harsh lines were riven into his nut-brown face beneath high and prominent cheekbones. His hair, long and iron-grey, hung in a pigtail over a tunic of yellow silk. Emptiness in his dark eyes spoke of disillusion and loss.

Before him on the ground lay the body of a young woman robed in scarlet. Slender and graceful of feature, raven hair coiled on her brow, Su Lin had been first amongst his concubines; a gentle and sensual lover. With her he had been virile and content, the years falling effortlessly from his shoulders. Although she was with child, only he had been aware of it; there was a ripeness and fullness to her figure that had not been present before.

But death had robbed her of her beauty. The muscles of her neck were twisted into thick ropes and a rictus of agony had contorted her face. Strychnine – it was the classic weapon of the jealous, the vengeful, the wronged: a poison that killed mercilessly, and with great pain and suffering. The woman who had slipped it into Su Lin’s evening congee had fled into the night, and the owner of the villa knew that she would never return.

He touched his lover’s pallid cheek and looked upon her face for the last time. Then he laid her body in the earth and bowed his head. The heat of the midday sun beat down into the glade, pounding at his temples in great hammering waves, and sweat gleamed on his brow. The surrounding jungle seemed suddenly to crowd in on him. He closed his eyes, and the words he spoke to himself were a quiet poem of farewell.

From the shadows beneath the trees the cat watched him in silence with eyes that mirrored the sky. Every now and then its tail twitched, but otherwise it remained as still as stone.

A breath of wind whispered in from the sea, rustling the leaves of the acacia trees and carrying with it the tranquil sound of birdsong. Incense burned in the makeshift shrine he had fashioned next to the grave, and its fragrance drifted over him with the breeze.

Far to the west, bright sunlight sparkled on the surface of the ocean. One of the sailing ships of the foreign devils was entering the harbour, the tea clippers that ran so gracefully before the wind. They were quite beautiful, he thought dispassionately. There was a certain elegance about them...

As he stared out to sea he heard the sound of mourning. He turned to see the cat sitting motionless, a few yards away from him. For the last two hours it had kept an uncanny vigil by the body as it lay beneath the trees. Now it sat bolt upright under the full heat of the sun and watched him intently as he laboured to shovel earth back into the grave. A petite Siamese with intelligent blue eyes, it had often come to lie on their bed when their love-making was done. Su Lin had loved her little cat; almost, he thought sometimes, as much as she had claimed to love him. After a while he had learned to accept its company.

Not once did it move as he paid his respects to its mistress. But as the last few scatterings of soil fell on the grave the animal raised its head and became suddenly rigid, blue eyes luminous, ears pricked, as if it had heard something – some subliminal noise, maybe, beyond the bounds of human perception. It sniffed the air just once, whiskers quivering, and stalked off into the bushes with its tail in the air. 

He never saw it again.

A week later he planted the mound with jasmine in memory of the woman he had loved, dismissed his household and left the villa for the last time. Save for one grown-up son from his first wife his children were long since dead of swamp fever; the whole place was cursed now with the smell of death. He could not find any reason to stay.

With the passing of time the abandoned area was reclaimed by the jungle, and the old building slowly crumbled into dust.
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CONJUNCTION

xxx

She’d noticed him the moment he entered the shopping mall.

Alert as ever for the opportunity of business, Connie Leung watched the newcomer through her window as he browsed among the small bunch of property agencies on the ground floor of the Li Liang So Centre.  He was a tall man, tanned and dark-haired, and came across as very direct and forthright in his manner.  American, she thought. And attractive, too...

Several of her rivals had tried to buttonhole him, leaving their alcoves to take him by the sleeve, attempting to draw him into their premises, but he resisted their overtures with a firm, no-nonsense manner. Sensing a potential customer she primped her hair and straightened her glasses. A local Chinese, Connie’s English was perfect and she knew the area better than anyone else. She offered expert and personal service from her tiny, cluttered office and had forged a good reputation in the expatriate community. 

Sure enough, he’d wandered over and studied the name on her door before pushing his way inside. Now he loomed over her with his Ray-Ban shades. He had declined her offer of a seat.

Connie wore thick, black-rimmed glasses perched over a tiny snub of a nose, and her round, earnest face was becoming pinker by the minute. Her first impressions had turned out to be correct. She leaned forward, peering at her computer screen, fingers drumming nervously on the desktop. “I don’t know if we have a property that will suit you, Mr Brown.”

“It’s quite simple. I don’t want prime real estate. I don’t want a shoebox in the sky. A village house would be fine, but I don’t like dogs and I want space and privacy. And a garden area too, if possible. It doesn’t need to be close to the city.”

Connie Leung looked at him doubtfully. She did in fact know of such a property, but she would not normally have considered offering it to a gweilo, a Westerner. Or anybody else, for that matter. It had not been occupied for years, and for that reason alone most people would have turned it down without a second thought.

Should she?

Well, you never know...

“There is an old place next to the sea. But no one has looked at it for quite a while.”

“Tell me about it.”

“It’s a villa out in the western New Territories. Not a typical village house. The electrics and plumbing might need some attention.” 

She opened a drawer in a metal filing cabinet and thumbed through a pile of documents.

“OK... There’s been a plot entitlement for over 200 years. The deeds to the land go back that far, but no one knows who owned it then. It was Hakka land in those days, but it would have reverted to government after the British took it over. Hmm... A Chinese family redeveloped the place about ten years ago. They built the villa, lived there for a few months, and then left. They never sold it or rented it out. Er... Yes, there is a large garden area. Probably a bit wild and run down. I have no doubt that someone could make something of it, but...”

“Can you show it to me? It sounds like just the kind of place I’m looking for.”

“You have to realize that it’s miles away from anywhere. No schools, no public transport, and it’ll need a fair amount of work.”

“No problem. I have a car, and my kids aren’t old enough for school.”

“You’ve got kids?”

He looked down at her and nodded.

“So, what is your line of work, anyway?”

“I’m a freelance journalist. I need a telephone – a land line, for my computer – and that’s all. I prefer to live away from it all. I don’t like the city, and I work from home.”

He removed his sunglasses and looked at her quite sharply, as if to remind her that she was prying. Connie saw eyes that were tawny and deep-set under strong black brows. She looked away.

“And I have the time, and the means, to make any repairs that are necessary.”

“Will you be looking to rent? I don’t know if it’s for sale... ” His directness had flustered her, and she fiddled awkwardly with her mouse. She had no idea who the owner was. Obviously she would have to do some research.  “You’ve got a car, you say? OK, let me try and find out who’s in possession of the keys, and I’ll let you know. Where are you staying? Just give me your number.”

Connie had traded real estate for a long time, and she knew her business. By all accounts the original occupants had left quite abruptly, and no one had lived there since. The locals shunned the place, for reasons she had never really been able to fathom. She stared curiously at her customer as he pushed his way through the glass door and disappeared into the bustling crowds.

By eight o’clock the flow of shoppers in the mall had started to thin. Connie sat at her desk, toying with her worry beads, watching through her window as owners lowered and padlocked metal shutters and left their premises for the night. The few remaining passers-by were night birds, patrons of the three restaurants on the ground floor.

Should she call, or not? 

It was getting late. She was due to meet friends at a noodle parlour after she’d shut up shop that evening.

Her search for the deeds had not revealed the name of the villa’s owner or any company that had due title. It had, however, unearthed a telephone number, apparently that of an attorney-at-law, with the explicit provision that he should be contacted in the event of any interest shown in the property.

She had shown the place – a rather shabby, overgrown villa in the middle of nowhere – to Mr Brown and to her surprise he had expressed an interest in renting it. He’d told her he hoped to sign a tenancy agreement in the next day or so.

Well?

Connie readjusted her glasses and played with her beads, muttering to herself. After a minute or two she picked up the phone and dialled the number. It rang seven times, and then there came a clicking and whirring sound. Now it was ringing again, but in a different key. Then, abruptly, the ringing stopped and she heard the sound of breathing at the other end.

“Hello? Hello?”

There was no answer at first. Then a man’s voice said, brusquely, “Adolphus Chan.”

“Mr Chan, I’m Connie Leung. I’m calling you...”

He interrupted her. “How did you get this number? It’s a private line.”

“Mr Chan, I’m a property agent. I’m about to rent a property, an old villa way out along the coast road near Tsuen Wan, and your number came up on the title deed with instructions to get in touch with you if...” Connie knew she was chattering away nervously. She fiddled with the beads and put her hand over her mouth.

The voice on the other end said, “Hold the line.” There was more clicking and whirring. She waited uneasily. Minutes went by, and seemed like hours. Then there was a burst of crackling on the line and someone else, very different in manner, spoke to her.

“It’s the property in Teng Shiu Tsuen, isn’t it.” The man’s voice was quiet and calm, yet there was a deep, resonant quality to it.

“Er...yes. It is.”

“Who’s moving in?”

“There’s... it’s a family.”

“Man and woman?”

“I... I don’t know. He didn’t mention a wife.”

“Are there any children?”

“I think so. Two or more, maybe. Too young for school. That’s what he said.”

There was silence at the other end. Connie felt flustered again and blurted out, “No one’s lived there for a long time, ten years at least, and it’s in a bit of a...” She bit her lip, embarrassed.

More silence. She fingered her worry beads and waited. The line crackled. She was about to hang up when the voice said: “Go ahead and sign the agreement. Let me know if anything happens.”

“If anything happens? You mean...”

There was a click and the line went dead.
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CONTACT

xxx

Pale gleaming dragons were emblazoned around the rim of the large blue-enamelled clay pot. Emma Brown, four years old, watched open-mouthed as her dad primed it with stones and shards of old pottery and threw in handfuls of peat from a bulky sack. Like her father she had large russet-brown eyes under firm brows, and her hair was trimmed in a short bob.

“So now we tap a little bit on each side to loosen the soil.” He was holding another plant pot, smaller than the first, containing a bushy outgrowth of dark green foliage.  “Then we turn it upside-down, and the whole root-ball comes out – you see?” He placed the Dracaena in the dragon pot and topped it up with soil.

“Do you think you can do that?”

Cameron Brown’s little girl stared at her father wide-eyed, and mouthed: “Yes.”

In the space of a few weeks the place had been transformed. The villa itself, after a marathon cleaning session, had required only minor restoration work by a local builder, and some tweaking of the plumbing and electrics, before they could move in.

Over the last two days her dad had laid flagstones over the levelled earth outside the living room. Now their home had a spacious patio, accessed by a sliding glass door, and he and Emma were creating a miniature garden. In the bright sunlight their yard looked warm and cheerful, and for the first time the building felt like home.

Beyond lay an overgrown tangle of jungle that overlooked the coastline, and in the distance, across a dirty blue streak of harbour with its myriad boats and vessels, they could just see the hazy skyline of Hong Kong Island.

Cameron selected another pot, a tiny plastic one containing a small red-leaved seedling. “OK, it’s your turn. Do you want to do the next one?”

“Oh please...” Emma cried. “I want to put the baby plant...”

“Right. It’s all yours...” The plant and its pot were easily handled, and it didn’t matter too much if she made a mess of it. “Can you remember what to do?”

From the patio he heard the burr of his phone, which he had left in the living room. That would almost certainly be his agent, and it was a call he had to take. “Back in a minute, OK?” Handing Emma the trowel, he wiped dirty hands on his jeans as he went inside.

“Brown.” As usual his voice was clipped and formal. “You got something for me?” He listened carefully, tapping his fingers impatiently on the table. Once or twice he nodded and barked questions into the mouthpiece.
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On the patio little Emma Brown stopped what she was doing and stared out at the trees, her head cocked to one side like a robin’s. A look of childish concentration appeared on her face. Limply she let the plant pot fall to the ground. The sun slid behind a cloud and the surrounding jungle became suddenly gloomy, its foliage dull and grey-green.

Still. Absolutely still.

Listening... There. There it was. Beyond the chorus of the birds.

Emma had heard something, very soft and quiet, out beyond the confines of the garden, and somehow she knew that it was meant for her. She left the pot where it lay and followed the sounds as they led her away from the concrete slabs of the patio. Without a moment’s thought she stepped out past a cluster of spiky yuccas to the wilder area of jungle that extended down the hill towards the sea.

In a small clearing, just beneath a stand of tall shrubs, she heard the sound once more.  The garden gave way at this point to thick, impenetrable undergrowth. White flowers bloomed there, and the air was heady with their perfume. She stopped, her face tilted up to the sky, listening. Huge acacia trees towered above her, their trunks and branches strangely twisted and contorted, snaky roots writhing to the ground.

The sounds ceased.

In front of her, as if from nowhere, a small cat had appeared.

As it drew closer she saw that it was limping, its right front paw torn and bloody. She wondered where it had come from and why it was so badly hurt. Dirty and bedraggled, it walked fearlessly towards her and gazed intently up at her face. Emma had never really connected with cats. Now, spellbound, she gaped at it and made to stroke its back, the fur of its neck. The cat arched its back, its head delicately tilted to one side, and gave a small interrogatory chirrup. Its eyes were a clear and intense sapphire blue.

“What have you done to your paw?” Emma whispered. “You’ve hurt yourself, haven’t you.”

The cat stared up at her, pleading. Her father was calling from the house but Emma was transfixed. Her mouth had dropped open in a small ‘O’ of absorption. 

“Hey,” she whispered. “You’re looking for my Daddy, aren’t you? He’ll be here soon.” She had no idea of what she was saying. The cat’s sapphire eyes impaled her. It held out its bloody paw. A crystal tear gathered in the corner of one eye. It cried. 

It never occurred to the little girl to wonder... Somehow it seemed completely natural that the crying of the cat should be human, the soft weeping of a woman.
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Cameron Brown came back out of the house to find an empty patio.

“Emma?”

His gaze rifled the garden. “Emma! Emma!”

It was then that he saw her plant lying on the concrete flagstones, but before anxiety could turn to fear he heard her calling from behind a clump of bushes, and a few seconds later she came running up to him in a turmoil of excitement. “Daddydaddydaddy...” He let out a long, slow breath.

“Hey, Emma girl, you mustn’t run off like that...”

She was babbling baby-talk to him, barely able to pour out her words. Only then did he see what had provoked her dismay.

“Well, little lady, what have you got there?” he asked.

The cat, limping behind her, miaowed piteously and curved its body round her legs. To Cameron’s surprise he saw that his daughter was in tears. “We’ve got to help it, Daddy, it’s crying. Can we take it to the doctor?”

With a wry smile Cameron shook his head. There’s children for you, he thought. Never before had Emma shown the slightest interest in pets or animals. Now she looked to be instantly besotted. For a moment he stood over the two of them, his face a picture of indecision. But something about her pleading melted him. And there was no longer a mother in the building.

The cat had ceased its lament and sat poised in front of him, gracefully upright, its blue eyes gentle. There was a dignity to its suffering that seemed to be more than just animal. Emma turned and clumsily hugged it, and it chirruped quietly once more.

“Can we keep it, Daddy?” she beseeched him.

“It’s hurt,” her father said, with as much authority as he could muster. “It could have any number of diseases. Parasites.” How could he explain this to a four-year-old? “We don’t know what’s happened to it. It may not survive.”

But his little girl was hugging the cat as if she had no intention of letting go. It was obviously more than just a stray; it looked like a true thoroughbred, and pedigree cats like that almost always belonged to someone. That would mean heartbreak for Emma. Cameron sighed. Already his daughter was showing signs of being as strong-willed and determined as her mother.

“OK, OK. We’ll take it to the vet.” He remembered passing an SPCA sign on the way into Tsuen Wan, and it would be an easy matter to find the number. Maybe then they could find out if it had an owner. “Let’s see how badly it’s hurt.”

“It was crying,” Emma said to him. Her father nodded distractedly.

“Daddy... It was really crying.”

But his mind was elsewhere, and he paid little attention to her words. “Amy,” he called, his voice peremptory. “Amy, can you come, please.” 

The sliding door opened and a Filipina lady came out onto the patio. Slim and black haired, with dark, watchful eyes and a brooding Cupid’s bow of a mouth, she wore a chequered red apron over a simple grey tracksuit. In her arms was a toddler, a boy barely a year old, who cooed with happiness at seeing his sister and father.

“Amy, I’m taking Emma into town.” The woman nodded her head gravely and said “OK, Sir.”

“Can you hold the fort? I’m not sure how long we’ll be. Jenny will be coming round to pick up the kids at seven, but we should be back long before then.”

Jenny and he had separated only recently, but despite their impending divorce they had been able to stay on amicable terms. In a reversal of the usual protocols his ex-wife, who was very much a town person and had a high-flying position with a local investment firm, looked after their children on weekends. He had them to himself during the week, when he worked from home. Since he’d employed Amy their situation had become much more amenable.

When he had first advertised for a domestic helper he’d been inundated with calls. The first two girls he’d interviewed had been unsuitable; neither had experience of looking after young children. He needed someone he could trust. Amy Mabulang was in her mid-twenties, calm and self-possessed. She had not been fazed by the fact that he was newly single, nor was she intimidated by the prospect of living out in the wilds. She’d worn jeans and a grey cotton smock to the interview, and her grave, serious demeanour suggested she could take care of herself. She had not tried out her smile on him.

Would she know how to care for Carey and Emma? She’d picked up on his reservations. Her two nieces were the same age. She had looked after them when her sister was away working in Singapore. On her face, as she spoke, had been a bittersweet expression; Amy was married, but as yet had no children of her own.

She had proved herself. Both of his children had taken to her straight away. Even his ex-wife, after an initially frosty reception – and a few dry comments about her looks and suitability – had accepted her as guardian of her children.

“It looks as if we’ve got an addition to the family.” Cameron nodded in the direction of the cat, which was watching their every movement. “We’re taking it to the vet.” By the time they reached Tsuen Wan Emma might have changed her mind. “Is there an old cardboard box around, something we can put a blanket in? It’ll need a place to sleep, I guess.”

Careful to avoid the bleeding paw, he picked up the cat. It weighed next to nothing, and did not seem to be upset at being placed in his car.
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The first pangs of cramping pain came to her in the evening as she was bathing her lover.

Reluctant to trouble him with her problems, Su Lin excused herself and retreated to the dark, candle-lit sanctuary of the women’s room. The owner of the villa was a considerate master and a generous lover who had made her happy in bed. Not many men were that caring. Most concubines acted out an illusion for their entire lives, grateful for their few privileges, their inner thoughts private and known to no one.

This was bad, frighteningly bad. Shakily she found her way to a low couch, where she collapsed with hands clenched over her stomach. No one else was there. Through the silk of her nightgown her skin felt as cold as ice. Her belly contorted in agonizing spasms, and the pain suddenly increased a thousandfold.

Had her lover guessed she was with child, noticed the budding fullness of her body? Unsure of his reaction, she had kept the joy of her conception to herself.

Could she be losing the baby? Talons of fear clutched at her now as she lay sprawled on the seat.

A shiver of air as the curtains were slowly drawn aside. Peering in through the entrance, spectral in flickering candlelight, was the face of her master’s number two wife. Thin and drawn, her gaunt figure was swathed with rich silks and jewellery, her hands aquiver with the disquieting signs of the shaking disease. In the dimness of the room Su Lin could not read her expression.

“Su Lin, are you not well?” Her voice was low and resonant and surprisingly clear as she pulled aside the curtain. A figurehead of malice in the household, she had not been seen in the villa for many days, and her presence was sinister and unexpected.

The concubine bowed her head. Sweat ran in rivulets off her brow. “I am in pain...”

“The guts, is it not?” The second wife had haunted the villa for seven years, and was unsparing in her use of opium. Su Lin stared up at her carefully powdered face, her spare and ungenerous profile. Rumour had it that she was barren. Her concern was shocking in its insincerity.

A spasm of agony took Su Lin and she found herself unable to sit upright.

“Yes, it takes you in the guts to start with,” the woman whispered. In the candlelight her eyes looked bloodshot and unnaturally wide. “It is not a pretty way to die.”

Su Lin tried to cry out, then, at the bitter revelation of her impending death and in desperate longing for her lover. But there was no strength left in her. She could barely breathe.

“You are of such little account...” The woman’s voice dripped with venom. In a hideous outburst of rage she kicked at Su Lin as she lay helpless on the couch. Hatred hissed past her lips. “A slattern, a bitch, a mere servant girl....” After a while Su Lin stopped trying to protect herself. Her arm fell, broken and bleeding, at her side.

“A whore to lift her skirt when the master wills...”

Su Lin could barely hear. A rictus of agony contorted her face. From the shadows the spectre of death slowly crept into the room.

“He’ll know it was you,” she managed to say.

“It matters little to me. By the dawn I’ll be far beyond his reach.”

“I’m with child.” Her voice was a mere whisper. There was no plea in the statement.

“I know.” In the voice a note of final triumph. Now Su Lin knew the true reason, the all-important reason why she had to die.

“Goodbye, Su Lin.” A last vindictive smile. Once more the curtain fluttered. The air in the room seemed to sigh in the wake of her leaving. 

With the departure of her enemy Su Lin could no longer muster the will to stay upright. Pain tore like a demon at her bowels, and she collapsed on the floor by the couch.

A plaintive chirrup, barely heard, and her cat was with her in the room.

“Little girl...Oh, my little girl...” 

The cat nuzzled at her face as she lay gasping on the tiled floor and curled up against her body as Su Lin’s spirit ebbed away. It cried out aloud in its anguish and sorrow.

Raising herself weakly from the floor Su Lin tried to speak, her voice a scratchy whisper as she called out one last time for her lover. But it was too late. Her muscles were tearing apart, and she found herself longing for the end. Death would be a merciful release. Her last thoughts were for the child she would never know.

When it was over the little Siamese cat lay on her body, its head against her breast. Its tears fell on the rich blood-red of her robe.

––––––––
[image: ]


Cameron and his daughter sat in the waiting room at the vet’s clinic. Next to them a small boy held a hamster that he had taken – perhaps unwisely – out of his pocket. It broke free from his grip and ran wildly up and down his arms. From Emma’s lap the cat eyed it with elaborate disdain. An elderly lady clutching a Shih Tzu terrier had just left the clinic. Otherwise the waiting room was deserted.

At a desk beside a plain wooden door sat a receptionist-cum-assistant, a young Chinese girl with thick glasses and a shy smile, wearing a pair of khaki overalls. On the door itself hung a framed certificate that said ‘S.P.C.A. Harold D. McMillan, BSc, Dip. Edinburgh. Veterinary Surgeon.’ Muffled voices and a volley of thin yelps issued from inside. After a five-minute wait the door opened and a small, abject-looking poodle bolted from the room, swiftly followed by its dishevelled owner. Cameron took Emma by the hand, and with the cat tucked under his arm they went into the surgery.

“Well, what have we got here?”

Behind a low examination table sat a tubby, blonde-haired man, florid of cheek and comfortably middle-aged, with an untidy way of dressing that somehow seemed to suit him perfectly. His eyes were pale and red-rimmed under unruly brows. Emma stared across at him, one tiny hand clutching her father’s arm.

“Hey... a nice little pussycat... is this yours?”  Emma nodded her head. “What’s its name? Is it a boy or a girl?”

The little girl looked startled, as if it had not even occurred to her.

Cameron Brown said, “It doesn’t have a name. Not just yet.”

“Well, little pussycat, come over here. A Siamese, looks like a female to me. You should give her a Chinese name. Loy-loy, Little Girl. These are Eastern breeds, did you know that? They’ve been around for centuries. Let’s take a look at that paw. OK, here we go.”  He had a curious habit of slurping in his speech and smelled of disinfectant and wet dog.

Used to examining injured animals, the vet had clearly anticipated a spitting, scratching response to his approach and grasped the cat firmly by the loose skin over its shoulders. His eyebrows rose in surprise.

“Trained it, have you?” His comment was aimed at no one in particular. “A gentle animal.”

“We’ve only just found her,” said Cameron. “She came into our garden this morning.”

“Hmm. A breed like this, you don’t find them wandering around just like that. I’ll check the lost and founds.”

Carefully, methodically, the vet checked the injury. The cat miaowed when he cleaned her wounded forepaw, but otherwise made no sound.

“Hmm, no other injuries. A female, as I thought. Fur’s a bit ragged, but she seems to be in pretty good health.” The cat looked across at Emma and gave a chirrupy purr. “Don’t know how she did it. Got into a tangle with a village dog maybe, or a feral cat. I’ll worm her for you. No reason not to.” 

Taking off his gloves he adopted a professional manner. “Do you know she’s going to have kittens?”

Mr. Brown’s blank stare  assured him that he did not. But the little girl was beside herself with excitement. “Kittens? She’s going to have babies? Oh, Daddy!”

Her father sighed. This had escalated beyond anything he might have expected just a few hours ago and was too much to deal with right now. But tomorrow was another day.

“Yes, she’s pregnant,” Harold D. McMillan informed them, with an amiable slurp. “But nothing’s going to happen for a while yet. She’ll be fine. I’ll check the websites for lost pets. Give me your phone number and I’ll let you know. Otherwise bring her back to see me in a couple of weeks and we’ll see how she’s doing.”

Cameron Brown shrugged his shoulders. “Let’s take her home,” he said. The injured paw had been bandaged, and the little Siamese looked elegant and attractive after the vet’s assistant had cleaned her up. Not once had the animal shown any sign of aggression or fear.

That, surely, should be seen as a positive sign?
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Four days later they removed the dressings. They had heard nothing from the vet. Clearly no one had reported a lost Siamese cat.

Their new pet was sleek and glowing with health. The children, back from their weekend stay with their mother, could barely be restrained from mauling the creature on their return. Greeting them as old friends, it responded to their clumsy affection with gentle grace. It was not long before it abandoned the box on top of the refrigerator and ensconced itself on Emma’s bed. After a few initial misgivings her father acquiesced. Only his bedroom, where Carey slept in his cot, remained sacrosanct.

Their mysterious visitor had settled in, and was accepted as part of the family.
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In the living room Cameron Brown took a last sip of cold beer and closed down his computer. The house was full of the quiet sounds of late evening. Outside the window cicadas buzzed in a soft, peaceful drone. Emma lay stretched out on his lap, and Carey was fast asleep in his cot. Piano music rippled from fat speakers. Beyond the kitchen soft chatter in Tagalog filtered through the door of the helper’s room; Amy Mabulang on the phone to her friends. Work done for the day, she occupied her own private world.

He carried his daughter to her bed and tucked her in. She murmured in her sleep and he stroked her hair until she was still. For a while he just stood and looked at her, smiling, tracing the lines of his firstborn’s face.

As he made to leave he sensed a sudden movement by his feet. He looked down, startled. The cat had entered the room as if it owned the place. Like a silent shadow it flowed past him and jumped onto the bed. It snuggled down on the quilt by Emma’s feet and stared up at him. He could have sworn it was smiling.

Shrugging his shoulders he went out, leaving the door open behind him. An early night, he thought. Read in bed with the nightlight on, just a few more pages of his book, let himself slip away. His last thought before he drifted off... Happy. Happy like this, just him and the kids. Him and his small family, here in the middle of nowhere.

Happy like this...
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POSSESSION

xxx

Low hum of the air conditioner. The room pitch-dark. Somehow the bedside light had turned itself off. There was nothing more.

Cameron was suddenly and totally awake. Why? What had happened? Never had he awoken so abruptly, his mind so starkly focused.

He lay motionless, wondering. Nervous energy flickered through his body, and he realized he was fully aroused. But there had been no premonitory dream, nothing to explain his unease. He could have sworn...

What was going on? He groped for the bedside lamp and switched it on. By its dim light he saw Carey fast asleep in his cot.

The room was empty.

There remained a whisper of wind, zephyrs of air swirling in the night. Lingering in his senses the sweet, heady scent of jasmine. A woman’s perfume.

Someone had been in his room. He knew it. But who could it have been? 

Stiffly he climbed out of bed. Shrugging into a dressing gown, he quietly made his way out into the hallway, Carey blowing soft bubbles in his sleep as he passed. All the lights were dimmed in the living area, and the dull murmur of air conditioning masked his footsteps.

The door to Emma’s bedroom was as he had left it, slightly ajar. He pushed it wide open and glanced inside. By the red glow of her night-light he could see his daughter, fast asleep. Her pet snuggled at her feet, paws curled up over its chin.

As he withdrew the cat stirred and its eyes opened full. It stared up at him, unblinking. Even in the darkness those eyes were piercingly blue. The sight was somehow unnerving.

“Goodnight, Emma,” he whispered.

Two months, now, they had been living in the villa. Most of that time had been spent in renovating; cleaning and rewiring, plastering and painting, laying tiles and parquet flooring. They had also put in a new kitchen. He knew the layout by heart. Even in the dark.

Fingers trailing against the wall he crept through, past the fridge and the sink ensemble, into the small ante-room where the washing machine and tumble drier had been installed. The fresh aroma of fabric conditioner filled the air. The scent was strangely revitalizing: a sense of domestic rightness, of life ongoing. The blinds were half-open and a veiled moon had risen outside.  By its light he saw clothes hanging from a rack by the wall. An ironing board stood in front of the window with a small pile of T-shirts and newly-dried laundry haphazardly perched on top. Among them, as if casually discarded, he noticed a black bra and some rather skimpy-looking lace underwear. A wafer-thin line of light showed under the door to Amy Mabulang’s room. She had left it open the merest crack. Should he knock? Just in case she was awake?

No.

He was suddenly aware of his heart thumping away; his perceptions heightened, razor-sharp. For a moment or two he hesitated, breath held taut, aware that he was pushing the limits of acceptable behaviour. Then, as quietly as he could, he inched the door open. It moved soundlessly on its hinges.

A bedside lamp sat on a small stool next to the bed, its rheostat turned down low. Next to it, mounted in small wooden frames, were photographs of unknown people – her mother? Father? Sisters? People dear to her? Amy’s mobile phone lay on the floor, charger attached, as if it had fallen from the makeshift table. He heard the soft whirring of a fan.

Amy was fast asleep, raven hair sprawled over the pillow, a huddled shape under her quilt. Shadows nestled under her cheekbones and her face was peaceful in slumber, her lips slightly parted. One slender arm was thrown out across the quilt.

A scent emanated from the bed. What was it? His nostrils flared. In absolute silence he tiptoed over. From beneath the quilt came only a simple, feminine fragrance, a comfortable smell of woman.

Amy stirred in her sleep, shifting and turning as if sensing a dream-presence. The quilt fell away, her arms pushing it off her body as if she were feverish. Restlessly she turned towards him and muttered something in her native language. She wore only a simple white cotton shift to bed. He knew he should not look. He should not even be there. If she were to awaken... In sleep the shift had ridden up to her waist. Her body was all shadows in the half-light..

This was new territory for him, and his pulse quickened further. He looked away, but could not get the image of the young woman out of his mind. He felt exhilarated and yet strangely disturbed, as if he had crossed some forbidden line. Pulling his dressing gown tightly around him he left the room, quietly closing the door behind him.

As he made his way back along the hallway the cat suddenly lifted its head and stared at him from his daughter’s bed. Pupils fully dilated, its eyes glowed violet, luminous in the darkness.

There was a sharpness, an intensity to its gaze that had not been there before.

It stared at the door. Long after he had passed by, it stared at the door. 

By the time it finally laid down its head and closed its eyes, dawn had crept into the sky.
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Hair.

The visitation had come to him again. Velvet touch of hair brushing against his chest and shoulders. Once more the scent, stronger now. Jasmine, its fragrance pervading the room. 

Was he still asleep? Dreaming?

Could this really be a dream?

He tried to move, to roll onto his side. He could not. A weight seemed to bear over him. It had no structure, no form, no definition. It enveloped him, as if he were entombed in sand. He was unable to move his arms.

A bad dream, then...

The hair drifting down onto his stomach now, stroking, caressing. Gossamer tingling on the skin of his belly and an intoxicating sense of heat.

Moving...down...could that be the flicker of a tongue? The soft brush of lips?

Would they move further down? 

His body burningly alive, electrified. Could this be real? What the hell was happening here?

Air swirling in the room, the shape of darkness shifting, seeming to take form in the night.

His arms... now they seemed to be moving, but not of his own volition.  He was aware of some kind of robe there, fashioned of rough home-spun cloth.  And silk? Could that be silk underneath? What was this?

Coming suddenly and fully awake.

His arms moving free and unfettered, reaching blindly now out to the darkness. And finding nothing there. Nothing. The scent of jasmine heavy in the air. He heard a swishing sound, as of a curtain falling, drapes and folds of heavy material whispering as they closed. Now only the night remained. 

The door was closed. Body on fire, he paced the room, checked the window. It was firmly latched. Outside was only darkness and the wind’s ceaseless whisper.

Silk. Underneath the rough cloth of her shawl had been silk; a petticoat or a nightgown. Who wore silk to bed these days?

And underneath the silk... A female presence, crouched over him, pinning him down on the bed.

A memory bloomed. His hands moving, dreamlike, under the thin material of the shift, gathering it up in folds. A tiny waist, small delicate shoulders. Breath warm in his face. Under his fingers the softness of a woman’s body, her breasts brushing against him as her hair
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