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I am in Hell...

My own personal hell...

I feel death all around
me...

Maybe
this is what Hell tastes
like.

 


Maybe…

But in the strange
way that my mind twists, I realise that
death is in my profession so why not I stink of it?

Aerial bombing is a detached form of killing but it is still
killing. And it is undeniably true that the killing I do is
infinitely more destructive and deadly than what one soldier with a
rifle could ever achieve. We can kill hundreds, maybe thousands in
a single night without ever seeing our victims’ faces.

What a queer form of warfare I
fight.

I am still me so I’m sure
I’m anything but a killer. Left to my own devices I am sure that in
a peaceful world I would be content to lie lazily and contemplate
life’s conundrums. A philosopher pleb I would be. Even now I cannot
help but let my mind wander and articulate the world around
me:

 


The angry growl
of four Merlin engines blistering through the cold black sky...

The
shaking bulk of the mighty Lancaster
flexing and creaking through the ominous cloud of a night
sky...

A beautiful
machine of war, a weapon
carrying cargo to distribute an ugly death...

 


This mighty
bomber, a roaring Roc in the
dark European skies.

 


The Avro Lancaster bomber.

Our crew had christened this Lancaster: Cry Havoc.

 


She is now
soaring above a dark and inhospitable land
twenty-two thousand feet below.

I stare through the thick Perspex of my turret at silent glowing
lines of AA shells. I am deaf against their explosive retorts
because of the incessant drone of aero engines. Those glowing
daggers would be quite pretty to watch if they were not there to
destroy us.

This strong and sturdy bomber is more a tin can being
sprayed with a shotgun when under flak. The closer you get to the
target the closer you got to the heavier stuff. It would not be
long before those bastards would be peppering away at
us.

I should not be focusing so much on those pretty little
globes because there can be much worse out there.

Distant from port I
see searchlights arching to-and-fro
cutting menacing beams into the night. And out there patrolling the
dark empty borders where the searchlights do not blaze are night
fighters stalking for prey like lone wolves. Armed with more
formidable weapons than the peashooters in my hands.

That enemy is angry and wants us dead…

I can’t help
but wonder sometimes if we might beat him first
though. There is a myriad of mechanical problems and human errors
that can go wrong when flying a 37,000 lb flying metal
whale.

What a way to
fight a war…

What a way for
me to fight
a war…

Tall Lanky Ronnie Simpson.
A bit of a push over. Far too timid. An
all-round nice young man.

Maybe that’s the
world’s interpretation of my conscious. See I’m
neither a warrior nor a killer. I’d rather being saving lives in
this war than snuffing them out. Hell, I’d rather there was never
such a thing as war. Perverted as it is.

To help... I thought I was
helping when I volunteered.

So long ago yet it was only a
year.

Like all who
volunteered for service in bomber command I had
the intention to be a pilot. But like so many others I was quickly
classed as unsuitable and instead was relegated to either wireless
or gunner duties. I chose the latter and ended up as an arse end
Charlie, a rear gunner.

My war consists of being packed like a sardine into a metal pod.
Directly in front of me is a long vertical pane of bulletproof
Perspex flanked left and right by twin .303-inch machine
guns. They are fed by large belts that snake like thick vines into
the breeches from between my legs. The top of the Perspex crowns
above my head in a long curve that extends down the port and
starboard sides of the turret where if I were to crane my neck hard
enough, I could see the aircrafts tail and large elliptical
stabilizers like fat teardrops.

A sweaty leather cap with built in headset
covers my head supporting the green oxygen mask that covers my
mouth and nose. It fills my sinuses with the constant stench of
tangy wet rubber.

Fleece lined leather trousers hold up by
suspenders and the standard issue leather Irvin jacket its collar
tucked up around my neck. Overtop these is a baggy full length
electrically heated Sidcot suit wrapped by straps that meet in a
circular buckle above my solar plexus. Large felt gloves extending
down the cuff and high length flying boots enclose my feet. I am a
stick of flesh wrapped in a mass of cloth and material. Toddlers
have more dexterity than me.

Yet despite my garments it is numbingly cold.
Icy air seeks out any chink in my clothing and the -40° temperature
make sure that any bare flesh will bond to metal. There is no room
to wear my parachute so it must be hung on hooks behind the turret
hatch inside the fuselage. God forbid the Lancaster is ever shot
down. I would have little time to open the turret doors, don the
parachute, turn the turret 90° and fall out backwards!

Just imagine doing that! Spiraling like a
meteor and jumping free?

My mind is wandering again…

Back to mission
then:

Six and a half hours
have passed since the beginning of
Cry Havoc’s seventh mission; A seven hundred strong bomber raid
aimed at the key industrial factories of Hamburg.

The last time Bomber Command raided Hamburg
76 aircraft were turned to flames with five ships from my squadron
so irreparably damaged they had to be scrapped.

To make matters worse the weather conditions
suited the enemy. The quarter moon is hanging in an open sky with
little to no cloud cover. It has been like this all the way in from
Holland.

The stream had been laying wide vapor trails
as we approached the Ruhr. This drew in night-fighters that made
easy pickings of at three bombers. The remaining aircraft climbed,
pushing to the maximum ceiling. Little help it offered though,
within the last hour a further five aircraft had been shot
down.

The next forty minutes to an hour was going
to be the most dangerous. Cry Havoc was now approaching the
target and enemy opposition was concentrated and stiff. If the
pathfinder boys had not marked the target first time around it
might be suicide to attempt a second. Losses for the night were
sure to mount. This so far had been a bad raid…

I must order myself: Stop it Ronnie…You
still have a job to do…

Little good it will do.

Above the shattering noise I again try to let
my mind wander to forget the immediate dangers. But the truth is
that this blasted mission is only part of my dilemma.

I fall back into my true Hell, back on solid
ground

A frightful act is haunting my soul, the
depth of its depravity matched only by my own self-loathing and
cowardice to have done nothing about it.

Krumppp!

“The krauts are opening up their heavy
ack.”

Krummpp!

Another shell burst. This one close enough to
rattle a spray of shrapnel along the fuselage.

“Bloody hell, I’ve never felt it quite this
thick before Skip!”

The voice of Navigator Cecil Watkins crackled
over the intercom. At nineteen he was the youngest of the crew. But
he looked even younger with his small lean body, snow blond hair
and heavily defined jaw that looked as if no razor had dared
touched his face.

“Steady fast...,” The calm voice of Pilot
Laws. “It’s always a little gritty in this part of the world. Sally
fourth I say.”

Blasé yet levelheaded, what a bloke. A solid
stocky man with tight-cropped black hair and a thin pencil
moustache over a confident yet friendly grin. Although he was outranked by another crewmember, he was in
control of the ship, so he was in control of the crew. I have
always felt blessed for his command.

“It’s so clear tonight I think I can see
flares… Does anyone else see them?”

I look far left and right but am interrupted
in the process by another’s voice.

“I see Pathfinder flares! Hold on to your
goolies boys.”

My God damn him!

With a shudder I begin heaving a few deep
breaths into my wet rubber mask. The weakness smothers me.

This demons name; Greg Tulley.

Barely 48 hours ago this man was nothing but
an intimidating, arrogant fringe of my squadron. Now he is my
mental torment.

More voices fill the intercom.

“I see two red flares, might be decoys.”

“No, they’re definitely ours…”

“Radio check.”

“Sighted green flares now Skip south-sou
east.”

“Time on target: twenty minutes.” The beasts
voice, “My, Jerry seems pissed off tonight!”

Someone else chuckles a little. I revile a
little at this little acceptance someone in the crew is showing
him.

See Flight Officer Greg Tulley is NOT from my
crew. He is not supposed to even be here. He was not a crewmember
of Cry Havoc. He is a last minute replacement that had come
bounding across the airfield. At least that was the official
explanation that he had given. I knew that it was no coincidence
that after what had occurred the previous night that this man would
suddenly be in such proximity to me. He was here to keep a close
eye on me, I’m sure.

I caught a glimpse of his intentions as we
all climbed aboard. He shot me a look that filled my blood with
ice.

The fiery malevolence bore into me…

Suddenly my turret is filled with searing
white light. Momentarily puzzled by the sudden change I quickly
recoil in horror as I realize the Lancaster is being cast in a
searchlight’s deadly stare.

I scream, “Christ! We’re in their beams!”

Captain Laws’s reply came back fast, “Hold on
boys!”

“9 o’clock Skip we got two more lights, shit
we’re being coned!”

When one searchlight picked up a bomber all
the others in the area would swing onto that aircraft, thus making
a ‘cone’ of light.

Greg barks, “Calm down it’s nothing to bad
yet Pete.”

Tulley you arrogant sod!

“Well I’d rather not be a giant white cross
in the sky for Nazi target practice.”

Good ol’Pete! I wish I was stronger like
him..

Pete Fever was the mid-upper gunner. I
consider him my closest friend within the crew. Pete is tall and
brutish chinned with a head of bushy mousy hair and thick eyebrows.
He wasn’t the type to lose his nerve. He’s also my fellow gunner
who braves the cold and shares the misery in aft.

“Help me build up power Tulley. Quickly!”

“Leaning up the mixture sir…”

I see the extra light pour on the bomber soon
followed by a steady gradual krump, krump like the stomping of a
charging animal. KRUMP! Flak explodes ten metres spraying a
spit of shrapnel near my turret. I wince my eyes and turn
instinctively away from the deadly hail while I let out a short,
sharp scream.

“Ronnie?!” Someone calls out.

Before I can reply, another screaming shell
rips through the port side tail with a short sharp pop before
exploding. CRACK! It rips a chunk out of the nearby
stabilizer. Blinded by furious orange and shockwave of blast, I’m
pushed across my seat. Hot shrapnel tears into my turrets
Perspex.

A sudden surge of negative G-force pushes my
insides towards my head. The Lancaster is listing sharply.

Captain Laws splutters a guttural;
“Shit!”



“Herby! Window left?”

Window was the name for small pieces of
aluminum foil that once hurled out of the bomber would distort
German radar.

“None Skip, and I got the Jerry radar buzzing
like bees.”

“Okay Steady lad.”`

Ian Herbison the wireless operator was an
ex-milkman from New Zealand. Built rather husky with a bushy
grey moustache and small slits for eyes.
‘Cats Eyes’ as he was known worked mostly in near darkness never
seeing the outside world.

“Watkins, watch our vector, I’ll lose the
lights then we will head back towards the target.” Laws quickly
announced before throwing the Lancaster to port losing altitude to
gain speed, “I’m not going to let Mr. Hitler cop us tonight.”

The great spin begins. I unclench my eyelids
and struggle through the droplets of spark filled vision. Warm
blood flows in a trickle from my forehead, I can taste its metallic
flavour in my mouth.

I quickly inspect the damage the flak shell
has caused. The guns look okay, but my Perspex is all cracked to
buggery. The turret has also lost its electric rotation meaning any
chance of defending were nearly nil not to mention that bailing out
would now be next to impossible as I would have to operate the
rotation manually. But we are still in the searchlights glare.

The Lanc suddenly dives steeper.

My injured neck begins to pulsate a deep
thump into my scalp. I can barely move it.

Sharp to starboard the Lancaster commits a
tight as possible turn, still losing altitude.

This time, my luck’s run out…

The whine of engines grows louder. I hold
tight and screw my eyes.

I remember something;

Crewmen landing unscathed in German cities
had to face the retribution the civilians who hated bomber boys
with a passion. ‘Churchill’s Murder boys’ they called us. Rumors
had circulated of flight crew hung by lampposts with their own
parachute cables.

God, I cannot die like that…

“Simpson, are you okay back there?” The Skip
as always uses my last name, “Damage report?”

I try to speak and suddenly notice my throat
is to dry to talk. I gulp trying to regain moisture in my
tongue.

“It’s pretty serious Skipper, the tails fine
but the left stabilizer is badly shot
away. My guns are okay, but I have no rotation on my turret. Half
my windshield is cracked.”

“What about you lad?” The Skip’s spoke with a
tenderly father quality,

“I’m fine sir, little knocked up.”

The words are fallacious. My nerve is taut
and close to breaking point. Flak continues to burst furiously
around the Lancaster as she remains bathed in light. Suddenly, the
previous nights’ events corner me again, bombarding me with
flashing images. I pant faster into my oxygen mask.

Tulley! That bastard!

Damn these lights!!!

The Lancaster shudders again as flak thumps
close to starboard.

“Crowley!” The Captain yelled, “Can you see
any damage from that hit?”

Dominic Crowley was the bomb aimer positioned
in the front gun turret. He was a stocky west Londoner with large
features and curly brown hair who had the reputation as a
jokester.

“Looks just superficial Captain no severe
damage that I can see.” He answered.

“These lights are a bloody firing squad.”
Pete adds.

I now have my breathing back to normal.

Why don’t I just tell someone? I have let
that arrogant sod intimidate me at the cost of my own conscious.
Not now of all times!

A little brave voice inside me calls out:

You are not scaring me now.

“Captain I need to leave the turret it’s
damaged and useless.” Normally tail gunners never leave their post.
Once strapped in I would not see any of the crew until the
Lancaster returned to base. The Skipper attempted to lose the
searchlights dipping the Lancaster sharply, rolling to port and
climbing to starboard.

“What’s that Simpson?”

“Skip I need to leave the turret.”

“Why!?” Tulley barked in.

He is not being unreasonable; this is the
worst of times to ask.

“I was asking the Skipper.”

“Don’t raise your voice at me you
bleedin-“

The Skipper roars, “Stop it! Now!” Skip takes
a sharp breath, “Simpson I know your rotation is stuffed but I need
you back there to spot any bandits on our six. Besides, it looks
like I’m going to have to corkscrew out of this pickle!”

Tulley follows immediately with a torrent of
abuse,

“Simpson is a slag that’s what he is, lack of
moral fibre.”

“Shut it Tulley!”

Surely the Skipper has had enough him
too!

“Yes sir.”

“Captain I just need to leave the turret for
a few minutes, gather my nerve and use the bog.”

This is a ludicrous request. We are in
evasive maneuvers and near our target. But I need to get out.

There was a brief pause.

“I understand Lad, but first we need to lose
Jerry, I’m sure you’ll agree.”

“Forgive me sir but Ronnie needs to keep his
station the entire mission.” Tulley was pushing what little
authority he had in the air especially for essentially a tag
along.

The Skipper retorts, “Tulley keep your mind
on your job and let me do mine.”

A large cloud of flak bursts in front of one
of the engines, the Lancaster’s wing tears through metal and smoke
shaking violently.

Tulley starts up again, “Once again forgive
me sir, the risk is just too much, surely Ronnie doesn’t need to
leave the turret we are being pummeled!”

Crowley yelled out from below, puzzled by
the unusual tensions between crew, “What’s the flap on up
there?”

The Skipper finally loses his patience,

“Shut your trap now Tulley period! You should
be more worried about the barney we’re in!”

Flak battered the underbelly of the bomber
dangerously close to the bomb bays jolting us all wildly.

“Mother Mary!”

“Let’s just drop the cookies and dive out of
the ack ack!” Pleaded Pete. His voice was a much higher octave than
normal.

“Your half right Fever, hold on Lads I’m
going to push this old kite to her limit.” The Skipper corkscrews
the aircraft at speed then rapidly pushes the wheel forward
pointing the Lancaster’s pug round noise down into a sharp
dive.

This is like flying in a careening freight
train.

I feel the momentary half second of negative
gravity as the bomber angles downwards and then rolls into an
elliptical curve. Her wings flex and groan like a great ship in
rolling seas. The engines howl angrily until it seemed like they
might explode in their own fury. All concept of direction are lost
in mind-bending disorientation.

I clench my teeth together harder than I ever
had before, screwing up my face in resistance waiting for the
end…

In my headphones I am sure I can hear the
rising groan of someone in agony, maybe me for all I know.

Aaaahhhhhhhhhhhh!

All of a sudden, the Lancaster’s nose lifts,
and the wings bow upwards as she climbs swiftly. The drone of the
engine’s changes to a healthy timbre as the props churn through
clean air.

Ecstatically Crowly announces,

“We did it! We’re out!”

Woah.

“Watkin, target?” The Skipper asks coolly as
if nothing had happened. An unspoken feeling of elation fills the
Lancaster.

“Ah-kay… I can see red flares; change our
vector 20° South Skip.”

“I think I can see a friendly, the Jerry
bandits are dropping flares and there’s bags of Flak off our
Port.”

Pete’s mid-upper turret gave him an excellent
outlook. I have a somewhat even better view but I am too busy
panting rapidly into my humid oxygen mask.

“Captain I’m heading back for a few ticks
before we reach the target.”

This is too much but I ask it anyway.

Tulley spoke slowly not raising his
voice,

“Ronnie, stay where you are, or I’ll make you
stay.”

He knew the pressure was building. Eventually
the tension would force me to act in some way. Tulley was trying to
pull rank and keep me quiet and confined in my turret.

No longer was I going to wait for the
Skipper’s permission.

Franticly unbuckling myself I feel the relief
as the pressure releases off my torso. Disconnecting the tube of
the oxygen mask and the lead from my headphones I get my stiff legs
to move and shakily sit up. As I am clambering over the gunner’s
seat abruptly the Lancaster shudders and lurches sending me off
balance against the side of the fuselage.

I guess as the ship rejoins the stream of
bombers heading toward the target the flak is thickening.

I really should not be doing this!

Rising to my feet I hop over the gunner’s
seat and open the narrow twin doors of the turret hatch. I swing
myself through into the fuselage where there is just enough room to
stand and steady myself by holding the inner steel skeleton of the
fuselage. By the dim luminosity of a small electric red light I can
make out the small stretch of floor in front of me interrupted by a
large step where the Lancaster’s bomb bay fills the belly of the
aircraft. Maybe two meters in front of me jutting down from the
center of the fuselages roof is a large semi-circular pod like a
barrel cut in half. This is the bottom half of the mid-upper
turret. Swiveling slightly, I can make out Pete’s trousers and
boots.

Grabbing his leg, I give it a hard tug.

I must yell above the drone of the
engines,

“Pete! Come down a sec will you.”

Pete glances down and even in the faded light
I can make out the perplexed look on his face.

“Ronnie? What are you doing?” Pete crouched
on his knees to gets closer, “Are you hurt?”

“No I’m okay.” I hesitate and take a deep
breath, “Pete it’s about last night-“

“Last night? Look, the skipper is asking
after you.” Pete unbuckles his oxygen mask and points to his
headphones, “So is that Tulley bloke, he’s really cracking a
fit.”

“Pete I got to tell you about last night,
about Tulley. He did something truly awful. And I think he’s here
to stop me from telling anyone…”


2009

 


Mark biffed his tattered brown leather suitcase into the corner
of the tiny room. He stared at his new bed. Judging by the aroma of
fresh cut Ikea pine the whole bed set was brand new and virgin. It
was covered in a bright blue duvet so unused it looked a foot
thick. The bedroom walls were coated in a fresh, flawless white
matte paint.

Clearly this was
part of the grand impression his long time no
see Dad was trying to make.

In many ways this was just
what Mark had expected. After so many years of separation what more
could he expect from his Dad but a warm
rich plastic welcome. As Mark had come through the front door his
Dad had smiled and turned and said:

anything you
need I have got here, dont’cha worry bout that
mate.

Now that was
really weird to hear; Mate? He hardly qualified
as a mate.

Gone by the age of two and
never seen for the last 15 years. Not
exactly a great basis for a friendship. Nor was the fact that he
obviously had money which he spent pleasurably. Not that Mark and
his sisters ever benefited during all those years on welfare with
their Mum.

All the tales of boozey nights and far flung trips to
Thailand, America or wherever, now that did filter back down over
all those years. He saw the fancy sports car, the cost of which
ironically pretty much equated to the child support he never
paid.

Mark was gaining an
impression of the man that he did not
like - A show off, money centred and perhaps even a bit of a
weakling.

But then,
what else was there to go too?

He could only hope.
After all he was the only choice he
had.

As a young man of twenty, Mark had been working three years
solidly from factory to factory. First the tannery with its foul
stench of stripped carcasses and burning chemicals, work that wore
his fingers raw liked sanded stone. Then the abattoir boning meat
over a conveyor belt hour after hour every single day. Having to
put up with all manner of anti-social delinquents chatting about
the brawl they had in the weekend or the hot stick flick they
wanked too. And then finally the cleaning job at
Saffy’s the
supposed hippest nightclub/restaurant in Melbourne city. At least
that’s what the cliental thought...

Every morning clad
in the scummiest clothes he owned he
ventured into the bustling CBD to wipe windows, dust tables, or
scrub doorsteps on his knees. All the while being eyed off by know
it all toffs, Paris Hilton wannabe school girls and vain office
skanks click-tapping past in their ridiculous high
heels.

That was the straw that broke
this camel’s back.

Mark accepted his Dad’s
promised invitation to come live with him
and the supposedly experience his perfect life. And here he was
looking at his flash new bed.

Do ya reckon! Am I
better than your Mum or what! Come on, love me!

Mark let out a long sigh
that ended in a gurgle then dug into the shopping bag he was
holding to pull out a chilled Corona
bottle. He tossed the bag, cracked open the beer and quickly wafted
down a satisfying gulp. He strode across his new room and made his
way to the two large windows that faced out to the rolling
hills.

Now this too was just as
he had expected. It was so
quintessentially English it was a colonial fantasy. Lush rolling
meadows spotted with livestock hedged by lichen covered rock walls.
A scene with a gentle soundtrack of rustling tree leaves and the
occasional baa
from a distant sheep. Mark had to admit that
from this second storey vantage point he had a splendid view most
might envy.

Directly to the right of
the house was an old oak arching painfully over as if it was straining in its old age. Mark
traced its sturdy roots that tore into the foundation of the
neighbours’ tin shed up into the thick trunk that had stood for
hundreds of seasons of ware. Dark earth and spilling
weeds.

Mark took another gulp of
beer and flung his eyes over to the left where he could see an old
green Range Rover making its way up the
road to Doake. Doake, that was the village his Dad and now he
himself were residents of.

The road was edged by low
scrub on the immediate side and a row of dense poplar trees on the
far side. Mark followed the line of trees
across into the distance where he noticed the rolling ebb and flow
of the land suddenly plateauing.

So this is
Doake – A picturesque village
and shire located in the heart of Lincolnshire.

Contented with his quick
observations Mark turned and edged around his bed and left the
bedroom for the bathroom. He began
sculling a hefty mouth-load of his beer as he entered and didn’t
stop as he flicked on the light and was confronted with the near
full image of himself in the bathroom mirror. He stared at himself
as he finished his guzzle and gave a deep burp from his bloated
stomach.

Damnit.

Judging by the protruding curve it looked like he had put on
weight. He put down his corona on the nearby vanity and moved his
face up close to its’ own reflection. Mark looked deep into the
wide irises of his sky-blue eyes and contemplated the radical
change he had undertaken.

He had come
halfway around the world to a strange and
unfamiliar land for no real reason other than shear desire to
change and to discover. Change who he was and discover what he
wanted. The environmental adjustment was quite unworldly and thus
far Mark couldn’t judge whether he was on the right track or not.
His gut began to churn with the thought of a possible
mistake.

He had to stop,

Only time would
tell

He told himself.

Time and a few more beers!

 


~

 


Mark awoke the next
morning to dull beams of light peering through the Venetian blinds.
As he sat up he felt the light thump inside his skull and
the bitter drought in his mouth. Last night’s
drinks were stacked up neatly on his bedside table next to a small
pile of books he had been browsing. The pile was peaked by the half
open porno he had finished up on when a sudden shroud of drunken
loneliness had set upon him.

Feeling appalled by his own lack of style and remembering the belly
that was growing unfavourably he hastily got out of bed. He began
the mental push to set off on a run soon as he was finished
breakfast.

 


From his Dad’s house he
headed towards this Doake village along a
narrow bitumen road flanked both sides by rolling green pasture.
High grey cloud screened any warmth the sun could offer and there
was only a faint whisper of wind.

Mark struggled for the
first kilometre, sweat pouring from his
brow in streams that stung his eyes. The muscles of his untrained
legs ached with every impact and burning hot air tainted with
alcohol flowed rapidly to-and-fro from his mouth.

Uneasily the rhythm of the
jog settled, and Mark could let his mind
wander back to all his worries.

He was
twenty with bugger all money and had just
left everything he knew, loved, and recognised in Melbourne. He’d
come thousands of miles to a small village in Lincolnshire to get
to know a father who had been absent for fifteen years. He had no
employment to commence although his Dad had assured him he had a
job lined up. No intention of attending University or taking up a
trade.

What exactly was there?

The enormity of the
situation sunk in; his future was a blank
canvas stretching before him.

Mark heard a car
approaching and suddenly a small red
hatchback zipped past. Judging by the driver’s perplexed expression
he obviously wasn’t used to seeing joggers along this country
road.

Back in his thoughts Mark
recalled the months leading up till his departure from Australia.
He had had such a clear picture of what life would be like with Dad
in this far off country, it would be easy to settle in and feel at home. All the Poms would love him
for his sweet accent and Aussie ruggedness. Nights filled with pubs
and partying where he would find himself a hottie to be his girl.
It all seemed so simple to envisage.

The realisation was it was
never easy moving to a new country regardless of if the living conditions were the same,
everyone spoke the same language, everyone looked like yourself and
even if your ancestors once called it their land.

God the run was getting
hard!

Mark’s body was running
low on energy and his strides became sluggish. He had planned to
keep playing rugby once settled in England but at this rate making
it through a training session would be
tantamount to running a marathon.

As the road
continued Mark could see over the bushy
mass of a large willow tree the spire of the local church. As he
got closer his exertion gave out and he stumbled into a slogging
walk. As he panted vigorously gaining all the air he could Mark
took the time to admire the church’s architecture. It was a
stunning building of old grey English stone; the far end was
dominated by a huge squared off aspe of dark slate guarded by small
grimacing gargoyles in each corner. The main entrance were two huge
wooden doors made of redwood and attached with long medieval
looking hinges, immediately behind the entrance rose the impressive
square bell tower which ended in a shard spire mounted by a thin
crucifix.

Mark couldn’t help but
feel awestruck; he was hardly devout, yet
it was hard not to feel humbled by such a beautifully built
structure complimented with its’ surrounding well-manicured gardens
of tulips and roses. The church also marked the extreme edge of
Doake village and a chance to explore his new hometown.

Keeping at a leisurely
pace Mark followed the road as it curved
in a long lazy S. The way was lined with quaint stone cottages
surrounded by jungles of tall, bright flowers: lupins, hollyhocks
and climbing green ivy. The street was quiet and docile with no
sign of human activity. That was until the road both straightened
and widened into the small village centre. Packed tightly with its
old buildings refitted for modern needs.

A short
middle-aged woman wearing a bright pink
rollneck walked her shaggy golden retriever past Mark giving him a
friendly smile. Mark smiled back and glanced across the road at the
ancient looking timber building straight out of a fairy tale. At
least it was for an Aussie like him.

Its rocky foundation gave
way to pristine white rendered walls framed by a tight
grid of thin maroon wood planks. Two
massive bay windows both decorated with diagonally criss-crossing
lines sat either side of a small solid looking black door with a
huge iron doorknocker as its centrepiece.

Panning across to his
right Mark saw what must be the local
pub. Rising three storeys in a flat stone façade dotted with small
white windows, its entrance was a wide wooden archway with its
double doors swung wide open. Very welcoming. A few small tables
sat neatly out the front one occupied by two elderly gentlemen
dressed in clichéd tweed and in deep conversation over a beer. Mark
had to correct himself, a beer here was called a pint or ale. A
small sign hung from chains above the doorway, it was decorated
with a portrait of a border collie and the engraved title Inkerman
Tavern coloured gold. Mark mused, this must be practically the
village social club and it would be the place to start making
friendships.

Turning back to the footpath
Mark saw he was coming up on a general store or milk bar, as he
would say back in Australia.

Shit I’m
thirsty...

The combination of the
vigorous jog and last night’s alcohol craved refreshment.
Upon entering the store an older lady with
neatly permed grey hair immediately appeared from behind the nearby
counter.

“Morning love.” She said
cheerily.

“How you
going.”

“Oh! I see I
have an Australian in my midst.”

Mark closed his eyes and
smiled. “Yes that’s quite right, although
technically I was born in New Zealand Raised in
Australia.”

She said in a happy,
high-pitched voice,

“Ah a true ANZAC then! Are
you back packing through then?”

“I just moved in with my
Dad, he’s been over here for about ten
years or so and I thought maybe I’d come and check it
out.”

Her smile grew greatly,

“Well welcome to
Doake young man, I hope you like it here with us
simple folk. It is a very quiet I think you will find it a nice
place to live.’

Simple
folk??

“Thank you for the warm
welcome, I’m sure I’ll enjoy it here a lot.” Mark said the words
not quite believing them.

“What are you after
love?”

“Oh just a cool
drink. You do have Powerade over
here?”

“We do indeed,
in the fridges down the back.”

Mark turned and strolled
past the shelves packed with products
some of which’s labels were foreign and strange sounding. He
collected a tall blue bottle of Powerade and made his way back to
the counter. As he placed the bottle down and rummaged through his
pockets for money. He studied the array of British newspapers laid
out under a nearby magazine stand. The front covers were noticeably
different from Australian papers, much more raunchy promises were
made for page 3.

Mark ignored it all and handed
the nice old lady her money.

“There you go, nice to
meet you. I will no doubt see you
again.”

“See you around
love...”

“See you.”

Mark quickly exited the
store and headed for home. He walked briskly taking large gulps of
his drink to refresh his dehydrated body
and had soon closed the distance.

 


As he reached the
neighbours property, he noticed an
unfamiliar blue station wagon parked in his dad’s
driveway.

Looks like I’m
about to meet someone new...

As he approached the house
Mark could make out the blurry portrait of a small child through
the frosted glass of the front door,
inside came the rambling sounds of joyful conversation.

Okay, what the hell is
this?

The mystery child skited away as
Mark turned the dead lock and entered, he slammed the front door
harder than usual to announce his presence.

Stephen called out his voice
bubbling with happiness,

“Hey Mark, come back here
there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Mark had never heard
his dad’s voice so care free. But it
sounded like an act. Rounding the short hallway into the dining
room, a tall woman stood before Mark.

Reluctantly he had to
admit that despite her age her beauty struck him like a hammer.
Straight golden blonde hair surrounded her round smooth face,
the crows’ feet of her eyes the only
testament to her years. Deep brown eyes emanated warmth and
humanity accentuated by her thin wide smile. She was indeed tall,
at least over six foot giving her long toned legs that hugged
firmly to her short black skirt. Firm looking breasts peaked
cheekily from out the top of her low cut red blouse.

Okay, hot woman
standing in the kitchen, please explain...

“Mark I’d like to
introduce you to me Laura,” Stephen threw
one of his scrawny arms over her shoulders as if to claim her as
his woman. “She’s been my girlfriend of the past four months
now.”

“Hello there Mark, I’ve been looking forward to meeting
you.”

Her soft English accent
was attracting and sweet, different from
the strong flavoured dialect the locals spoke. Mark quickly
assessed whether his mouth was hanging open before he
replied.

“Ah nice to meet you
too. I would be looking forward to
meeting you too if I had known you existed.”

A feeble attempt at a joke.

Smooth
champ.

Stephen tightened his
embrace around Laura’s shoulders, “I
don’t know why I haven’t mentioned I had another half. Well, here
she is.”

Stephen himself was tall
and lanky. Veins stood out along his limbs like weaving vines, the
curve of his bony shoulders and points of his hips promenaded from
under his usual attire of blue jeans and baggy tee shirt. His large
eyes dipped affectionately at Laura’s
face as Mark couldn’t help but notice his unusual beaming smile.
Stephen’s long brown hair hung carefree around his shoulders, Laura
crept her right hand up his back and began tenderly playing with
the tips. Mark denied the pang of jealousy that pinched
him.

“Anyway, we are having a glass
of wine out back, would you like to come and join us.”

“Yeah, okay that sounds
good.”

“Wait a minute Steve, Mark
should meet Emma first. That’s my daughter by the way, I’ll go get
her.”

A
daughter, my Dad actually has kids
around? Oh this IS unexpected...

“Oh but of course! Sorry
buddy I forgot about Laura’s little
tacker...”

“Nah all good.”

Mark was too busy watching
Laura brush past then ascend the stairs, he eyed up her firm buttocks dancing beneath her
skirt.

“Emma, are you up here?” She called out.

“She’s great isn’t she?”

Mark turned back to Stephen.

“Yeah. You’ve done well
Dad.”

He could see his father’s lips
lightly curl up into his teeth as he read Mark’s body language
revealing his attraction for Laura.

Quickly ask a question
to stop his train of thought!

“Does Laura live
nearby?”

“Actually to be honest,
she might be moving in here along with
Emma.”

This was completely
unanticipated.

“Oh really?” Mark hid his
shock with a dull voice, “Well um, is it
gonna happen pretty soon or-.”

“It’s just in the pipe works at the moment. I’m not going to
rush into anything after only four months but hey, sometimes you
have to trust your gut you know?”

Mark used to think he did know.

“Yeah, that sounds cool.”

“Emma, I’d
like you to meet Mark. He’s Steve’s
son.”

Mark turned back
around. At the foot of the stairs was Laura with
her arms embraced around a small girl. Mark’s awkwardness was
extinguished, and his genuine love of children was ignited as he
smiled and crouched down on his knees and spoke as softly and as
light hearted as he could,

“Hello Emma, how are you?”

“Good.” She replied
awkwardly, her young voice pronouncing
the word as goot.

Emma’s hair was her
Mother’s blonde tied back in a ponytail adorned in pink and
purple ribbons. It was also possible to
see Laura’s identical facial features somewhat softened by the ripe
white skin and rosy cheeks of her baby face. A pretty white dress
decorated with tiny dancing fairies complemented her innocence
perfectly.

“And how old are you
Emma?” Mark asked.

She looked skywards and
hummed quietly as she searched for the
appropriate reply,

“Two!” She bursted out making
everyone chuckle.

“Wow that’s old!” Mark
exclaimed causing Emma to giggle a
little, “Pretty soon you will be needing to get a job eh?” She
giggled some more, “She’s gorgeous Laura.” Mark complimented as he
stood back up on his knees that cracked from the morning
exertion.

“Thank you very much.”

“Can I go back upstairs now?”
She begged. Her sentences were impressive.

“Yes sweetheart, I’ll be
out in the backyard with Steve and Mark,
okay?”

“Kay.”

Emma galloped on all fours
up the stairs amusing her
greatly.

Stephen declared loudly,

“I don’t know about you
two but I need a drink!”

“Yes, yes we’re on our way
darling.” Joked Laura as they all left
the hallway and headed to the rear of the house.

Out back
it opened up via glass folding doors onto a
large wooden balcony that had been installed the previous summer.
Awaiting them was a neatly arranged outdoor setting of padded
chairs and a square glass table festooned with a hefty platter of
soft cheeses, crackers and foul looking pâté.

As Mark took a seat
Laura immediately sat opposite him. As
they did the usual shuffle to get comfortable, they both exchanged
eye contact in for what seemed like far too long to be standard. To
Mark’s intense surprise her brief stare exuded sexuality and
desire.

At least I
think so...

He
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