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“Afternoon,
ma’am. You’re Charmaine Hayes?” The UPS guy arched a quizzical
eyebrow.

“That’s me,
but I’m not expecting anything.”

“Well, someone
thought you needed a parcel. Can you sign here please, Ms
Hayes?”

His name-tag said his name was
Brad. Charmaine signed where he pointed and took a good look at
him. He smiled at her, revealing a fine set of perfect white teeth.
If she took that along with the designer stubble, the body which
obviously got regular workouts and, she supposed, wonderfully tight
buns, he was a pretty good package. It seemed a shame he was at
least seven or eight, maybe ten years younger than Charmaine.
Should she worry about an age difference? Did UPS have regulations
about customers molesting their people?

She thanked him and assessed
his rear view as he went down the hallway. Her presumptions about
his buns were accurate and she waited until they disappeared into
the elevator before she closed the door and stared at the package.
There was a note attached to it stating that it had to be delivered
this day and at this time.

There was a return address -
her grandmother’s address in Boston. That was a surprise: her
grandmother had died a few days ago.

She carefully removed the
wrapping and found … something strange but strangely familiar.

Charmaine couldn’t think what
it reminded her of. Something she’d seen in a museum once?
Something she’d seen on a ring-toss prize-shelf? It measured about
three inches on each side and looked like glass inside a gold
frame. No, she thought, it might be crystal. The bright yellow gold
frame was made up of five sinuously intertwining bands like snakes,
with a series of fine notches along each band making a pattern. She
couldn’t figure out which way up it should go but perhaps it didn’t
matter, it looked the same from every angle.

Ah, she remembered where she’d
seen it before; locked in her grandmother’s display case in her
Boston home, and she tried to recall how it looked then, but the
exact picture wouldn’t form. All she remembered was wondering at
the time where the key to the cabinet was so she could get at it.
She was around six or seven at the time.

She held it up to the light. It
looked like it had a fine crack deep inside, but the glass or
crystal, whichever, seemed to be very good quality. She put it on
the bookshelf next to her copy of Wuthering Heights. Wuthering
Heights was Charmaine’s favourite book, one that satisfied her deep
down. It could lift her above any mood created by day-to-day
problems or anxieties. The book next to it was an historical
romance and so was the next, and the next, and the next, all the
way to the end of the shelf. The three shelves below were stacked
with romances from every publisher in the US and Britain and a
couple of French language books she bought because she liked the
artwork on the covers. She acknowledged to herself that unless she
got sturdier bookshelves soon her shelves were going to
collapse.

 


“Mom? It’s me.
I’m fine thanks. I got a parcel from Grandma just now. Yes, UPS.
Cute guy, by the way; the uniform really suited him. Now that I
think about it, he might have had it tailored. Yes. Yes. No. No,
I’m not seeing anyone right now. Listen, Mom, the thing I got from
Annette, looks like a crystal in a gold frame, what is
it?”

Sharon Hayes confessed she had
no idea. It had always been in her mother’s display case and she
couldn’t remember what it was, although she had a vague
recollection of being told about it. The good news was that Grandma
had left a letter addressed to Charmaine that might help. Sharon
had put it in a larger envelope and sent it on to Charmaine the
previous day, although the service from Amarillo was so bad she’d
be lucky if it arrived within a week, probably via Alaska.

Charmaine hung up feeling none
the wiser for talking to her mother, but it started her thinking
again about her grandmother, Annette Charmaine D’Court Stanford,
late of Boston, Massachusetts. What she remembered most, other than
her unfailing kindness and endless patience, was that Annette never
appeared to age and when Charmaine had last seen her in person,
Annette had been eighty-five but looked like she was in her
forties.

She was also the most feminine
person Charmaine had ever met, ladylike, gracious and charming. Her
house was replete with drapes, festoons, elaborate gold-framed
mirrors, and gloriously decorated four-poster beds. Charmaine
thought the house was as feminine as Annette. She dressed like a
Fifth Avenue wife in the best and latest, making allowances for
style versus age, but she was a knockout.

Once upon a
time Charmaine had felt guilty because she only saw Annette every
two or three years but when Annette had turned eighty she’d
resolved to be a better granddaughter. She’d made a point of
visiting her several times a year, as well as at Christmas time and
on or near Annette’s birthday. She was named after Annette, after all.
She’d started sending ‘Thinking of You’ type cards and postcards
when she travelled. If Annette had a computer she’d probably have
sent emails, but electronics weren’t Annette’s thing, although
Charmaine had heard she liked to watch wrestling on television,
which was apparently why she had a sixty inch plasma screen in her
living room.

Annette’s Boston house was old
and enormous. The Stanfords were Boston Old Money and had seldom
needed to worry about where their next meal was coming from. If
they did, it was because the cook wasn’t feeling well. Annette’s
late husband Elliott was the last of the Stanford line and he died
just before Charmaine was born. Annette was devastated because she
adored Elliott, as Elliott had adored her.

 


Thinking about Annette made
Charmaine sad again. She’d been sent to London to represent a
Pittsburgh company trying to buy some mining rights in Canada. The
contract negotiations had been going for two days when her mother
had called to tell her Annette was gone. The lady who looked after
Annette’s garden found her sitting in her wicker lounger, quite
peaceful but unresponsive. It meant she might have passed on even
before Charmaine left New York.

It put Charmaine in a difficult
position. Two days into the negotiations, scheduled to take up to
five days, she found herself unable to extricate herself and fly
back home. The contracts were huge, a hundred and seven billion
dollars worth involving six interested parties, and she had no way
out. She tried to find an escape route but it simply wasn’t
possible without costing her clients hundreds of thousands of
dollars. Instead, she cried every night and called her mother
constantly, hoping the sessions would end before the five days were
up.

 


“Mom? Yes,
it’s me again. About Annette – where did she come from? I mean,
where did Elliott meet her?”

It seemed Elliott Stanford had
met Annette Moore during a boat ride on the Seine. While the Boston
Stanfords were downright rich, the Boston Moores were no slouches
in the wealth department and Annette and her two brothers had
always taken every opportunity to travel to the continent and
beyond.

Annette’s
father had been born within a stone’s throw of Versailles
while his father
was working at the United States Embassy, and her mother, Mabel
Adams, it was rumoured, was a chorus girl in a cabaret in downtown
Paris, or possibly Montmarte. It was love at first sight, and a
short engagement was followed by a wedding at Sacré Coeur, on top
of the hill looking out over Paris. Soon after, Mabel and Gwilliam
moved back to Boston when the Moore Family finally
insisted that Gwilliam,
as the oldest son in the hierarchical line, return home and take
responsibility for the Moore family business empire. Gwilliam,
loving his hedonistic life in Paris as he did, was reluctant, but
family obligations are family obligations.

It seems that
Mabel’s origins had an accepted version where she was an English
tutor in the 16th
arondissement who was rescued by the noble and
handsome Gwilliam Forbes Moore from a bolting horse in the
Tuilleries one fine spring day.

“Did anyone
ever find out if the cabaret rumours were true?” asked
Charmaine.

Her mother
sighed. “I don’t know. If she was
a cabaret artist then she could have at least got
Toulouse-Lautrec to paint her and become famous.”

“With all
those rich ancestors and the business empire, you’d think we’d be
rich too,” said Charmaine.

“I thought we
were okay for money, dear,” said Sharon. “Have you heard different?
Has the recession hit us?”

“So where did
the family money go?”

“It’s
complicated. There were a lot of sons on the Moore side who tended
to get the best deal on inheritances. We didn’t really hit the
jackpot until your grandmother died. I’m assuming here that her
estate is worth something. Her two brothers died before her,
neither having married, and left everything to Annette. Your
grandmother was a wily old lady who never put a foot wrong where
money was concerned: she certainly had the Midas touch. As an only
child I suppose I get everything. ” Sharon burst into tears. “I
miss her so much.”

Charmaine though it would be
gross to persist with money questions after that so she
commiserated and hung up. It wasn’t that she was obsessed with
money, she was just curious. Charmaine missed her grandmother too.
The fact that she’d already had a legacy in the form of something
she couldn’t identify brought her death much closer to home.

 


There was one thought Charmaine
might have had. How had her grandmother known that she would be
home for that short space of time between getting off a plane and
going in to the office?

 


Charmaine showered and dressed
for work. She wasn’t expected in on time because she’d caught the
early flight from London. Her boss was realistic about jet-lag and
he’d already asked her to come in sometime in the afternoon to
brief him on the London contract negotiations after she
recovered.

An aspirin and a lot of water
were sufficient to cover most of her jet lag and dehydration. She
checked herself out in the big mirror that took up a large part of
the south wall in her bedroom to make sure she was wearing matching
shoes and there was no toilet paper hanging out of the back of her
tights.

Looking back from the mirror
was a svelte redhead in a dark business suit with a pencil skirt,
and a white, collared silk blouse, plus misty black tights and
black high heels. Her green eyes usually sparkled but she was tired
from the flight and the sparkle was set to low. Generally they were
one of her best features.

Her hair was straight and
shoulder-length and she was wearing touches of jewellery, simple
silver pieces that befitted a lawyer on the way up the legal tree.
Nothing flashy because Gousha, Crest and Millard were conservative
lawyers.

She thought she was
good-looking, if not downright gorgeous, but if she was, why were
there no men knocking down her door, men with three hours to spare?
Her teeth were white, her lips delectable and people thought she
must surely have had her nose attended to, but they were wrong.

She left the apartment that
would belong to her in just two months. The mortgage-burning
ceremony had been planned and invitations had already gone out. She
thought she’d done well for single girl in Manhattan.

 


She hit the foyer of Gousha,
Crest and Millard at three in the afternoon. She dropped her
briefcase on her desk and looked at the pile of messages that had
accumulated. She tracked down her secretary and asked if there was
anything she needed to know before she talked to Gerald Millard.
Karyn said there was nothing important although she had good gossip
to share. Charmaine asked if she would make her some green tea
while she went to see if Gerald was in his office.

“Charmaine!
It’s good to see you back. Sit down and tell me all about
it.”

Charmaine sat in one of the big
leather chairs and felt herself sinking into the supremely
comfortable seat. Gerald took the other chair and Charmaine ran
through the facts and process of the contract pausing only to
accept her green tea from Karyn.

Charmaine was very good at her
job. She’d graduated from Harvard Law with honours and now
specialised in complicated mergers and contracts, mainly business
but sometimes matrimonial. She represented American companies all
around the world and had a reputation for precision and accuracy.
Fine print and split hairs were her metier.

Gerald was the son of one of
the founding partners and was being trained to take over the senior
role his father filled at that moment. Even as he congratulated
her, she found herself distracted by his good looks, as she usually
was. He was tall, dark and handsome, classically good-looking in
the best American way. Women turned to watch him go past on the
street and more than a few had stopped him to talk about themselves
and ask whether or not some kind of date could be arranged. Gerald
was oblivious to them. He was happily married to a Boston
blue-blood, who had been a Miss America runner-up, and had two
classically good-looking, perfect children.

He literally
had no idea how he affected women. Charmaine admired that. She
believed most men would take advantage of such approaches and had
watched him deflect suggestions at office parties in the most
courteous manner. Her problem was – where was her perfect, handsome man. She
wondered if Gerald could be cloned. At thirty-two she was ready for
someone to sweep her off her feet onto a substantial bed and ask
her to marry him, as soon as they got through three hours of
sublime love-making.

Sharon would have said she
shouldn’t worry. Someone will come along, just be patient.
Charmaine, who hadn’t had a date with a halfway suitable male for
several years, let alone three hours of sublime love-making, was
getting impatient.

The three hour figure was
something she’d settled on when she was only eighteen and at that
time had no real idea what a three-hour session of sublime
love-making involved. Even when she matured a little and realised
that three hours might be pushing it, she decided she’d stick to
her standards.

 


She lost the thread of what
Gerald was talking about while she was distracted. She heard
‘Dubai’ and found herself nodding. She now had to pretend she
understood, or ask him to repeat what he said after she had the
thought about three hours of sublime love-making. She had, she
realised, been fantasising about Gerald being the guy involved in
that little scenario.

It wasn’t worth the risk.

“I’m sorry,
Gerald, I was miles away. I was thinking about a clause in the fine
print of the London contract.”

“I though you
looked a little distracted, Charmaine. I was saying that Burtons
want us to have a look at a contract they’re on the verge of
signing up with some oil interests based in Dubai. It may be that
you have to fly out to be involved in the discussions.”

“Dubai? I
haven’t been there. I have a vision of sand. Is there oil in
Dubai?”

“I have no
idea.“ Gerald laughed, showing his perfect white teeth again. “As
long as we have clients who pay, I don’t really care either. That
reminds me; there’ll be a bonus for you after the London job. You
did fantastically well.”

“Why, thank
you, Gerald. It was very satisfying, even without the bonus. My
only regret is that I didn’t have much time for
shopping.”

She stood up. “Actually, there
was one other regret. My grandmother died while I was away.”

Immediately Gerald was holding
her hands in his and telling her how sorry he was, and offering her
help or time off if she needed it. She thought for a moment about
asking him to come around to her place for three hours of sublime
love-making to take her mind off her grandmother, but she
controlled herself.

“Thank you,
Gerald. I appreciate the offer, but I’m okay. In fact, I’ve already
had a small legacy in the form of something I can’t identify. I’ll
bring it in tomorrow and you can tell me what it is. I’ve heard
you’re a big fan of the Antiques Roadshow.”

“I am and I’d
love to see it. Yes, Misty and I love antiquing. We often go out at
the weekend hunting in shops and yard sales for elusive treasure
and unrecognised Monets.”

Christ, thought Charmaine. Two
kids, Miss America, and still time to go antiquing. I’m doing
something wrong.

She headed back towards her
office and sat down in the spare chair next to Karyn’s desk and
raised her eyebrows. “Gossip?” she inquired.

Karyn’s eyes lit up. The
secretaries had a grapevine that would put Reuters to shame. She
lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

“Olivia.
Pregnant!”

“No. After all
those years of trying, she splits and suddenly she’s pregnant. Hold
on a moment. Is it Steve’s?” The ex-husband Steve was apparently a
Bad Husband.

“Yes, so she
says. Some kind of break-up sex. How dumb can you get?”

“She’s going
to go through with it?”

“She’s still
trying to decide. She’d better hurry up. Magnus has had another
crisis. I wish he’d just admit he’s gay and get on with it. The
stress of hiding it from us must be terrible. Should I tell him we
all know he’s gay? It could take a weight off his mind.”

“I’d leave
that to a partner. Sometimes secretaries telling the truth have
unforeseen and unjustified retaliation aimed their way. What about
Herman? Is he still trying to get Katie to go out with
him?”

“Katie finally
told him, and I quote the exact words, to fuck off. Herman wouldn’t
take no for an answer and she finally laid a complaint with Mr
Millard, Senior, who told him he was jeopardising his position with
the firm. Made him apologise to Katie as well. Katie accepted the
apology and apologised for telling him to fuck off, and they have a
date for Friday. It’s a strange world, Charmaine. That’s about it
for today. I’ll keep you informed of developments.”

“I’d
appreciate that, honey.”

 


The messages were routine
stuff. Charmaine shuffled through them looking for something
important but finally she put them in a pile on her desk and
started from the top. There was nothing complicated enough to take
her mind off some random fantasies involving a guy from UPS and was
relieved when Todd Pilkington wandered into her office.

She liked Todd. He was
good-looking and funny, honest and married. Better yet, he had no
agenda to pursue, unlike some people at Gousha, Crest and Millard,
where infighting could get nasty. He’d come to talk about a client
and the problems they were having with a contract. Charmaine gave
him her opinion and they shot the breeze for an hour. After he
left, she finished returning her calls and went home.

The subway dumped her at the
Lincoln Centre. She diverted through Borders to see what was new
during her absence in London and picked up Vogues from three
countries and a new romance from Barbara Upton, her favourite
romance writer. To say that Charmaine was addicted to romance
novels would be a gross understatement. She adored them and
consumed them like the starving, unfulfilled romantic that she was.
Romance was, she sincerely believed, the antidote to law and
possibly real life. Briefly, she thought about her unstable
bookshelves.

Her apartment reflected her
nature, being feminine but not over-fussy. Her big four-poster bed
was draped in crimson silk and a large print of Fragonard’s ‘The
Swing’ dominated another wall. She loved the print for the apricot
dress set against the greenery and the eroticism of the woman’s
lover looking up her skirt from the foot of the swing as her
husband pushed her higher.

Closing the apartment door she
took another severe look at herself. Apart from the white stripe up
her shin from her now laddered hosiery she still looked good. She
kicked off her shoes and took off her jacket and skirt and hung
them up. She stripped off her tights and threw them into the
rubbish bin, wandered into the living room and flicked on CNN,
looking for something happening in Dubai.

There was a bottle of Zinfandel
in the refrigerator which she opened, pouring herself a generous
glass. She sat on her couch and took a long refreshing drink and
fell asleep.

She woke to the telephone
ringing just after ten. Her arm fast asleep and her attempt to push
herself upright failed, so the telephone had stopped ringing and
switched to message by the time she reached it.

“Charmaine?
Gerald here. Dubai is go, the day after tomorrow. Let me know if
you’re still tired from London and I’ll send Brian, but I would
rather you did it if possible. We’re building a reputation for good
work in this area and that’s largely down to you. Okay? Oh, don’t
forget to bring your treasure in for me to look at tomorrow.
‘Bye.”

“No wonder I’m
tired,” she said out loud.

 


The next day was a long
briefing session about Dubai. Charmaine had worked with the
American company before and they liked her work, but it made for a
long morning. They broke for lunch at two, the client paying for an
expensive lunch at an expensive restaurant, where nothing was
talked about except contracts.

Charmaine checked them out.
There were no women here. These were professional oilmen who lived
and breathed oil. Women were not only absent but also never
mentioned, apart from a word of advice from Carl Oberman about
modest dress while Charmaine was in Dubai. A headscarf would be
nice too.

She was okay with that, but
wished the men weren’t quite so single-minded. Contracts were
interesting but oil was boring, if you’ll pardon the expression,
she thought.

“You want in
on a new drilling project?” Carl asked as they prepared to go back
to the office. “We’ve got some new licences for an area in East
Texas we think might pay off. Five grand could see a return of a
thousand per cent, or then again maybe nothing at all. We oilmen
are gamblers at heart.”

A thousand per cent plus a
bonus from London equals opportunity, she thought. “Count me in for
ten,” she said. “I know where to hunt you guys down if this is a
scam.”

The oilmen whooped and gave
each other high fives. Before they split up that night around seven
she gave Carl a cheque for ten thousand dollars.

“You won’t
regret it, honey. We start drilling Monday. Brad claims he can
smell the oil under the ground. Just hope it ain’t a dead skunk
like last time.”

 


Charmaine had left her bequest
in a cardboard box on Gerald’s desk that morning and it was sitting
in the middle of her desk when she finally sat down again. The box
had a note attached to it saying, ‘Unique. Call me at home if I’ve
gone when you finish.’

Charmaine put it in her bag and
grabbed her laptop. She chose to get a cab rather than the subway
and surprisingly quickly she was being dropped off at her building.
There were several items in the letterbox including a largish
envelope addressed in her mother’s handwriting.

Maybe I’ll find out what the
heck it is at last, she thought.

First though, she went through
the apartment trailing shoes and clothes behind her, heading
directly for the refrigerator and the barely touched Zinfandel. She
tried CNN again but, again, Dubai didn’t get mentioned. Presumably
that was a good thing. She turned off the television and hit the CD
player. The funky tones of Doctor John drifted into the room.

Cold wine being designed for
tired throats, she took a long drink, got up for the bottle and
poured another, then opened the letter.

The envelope enclosed was old
and addressed simply to ‘Charmaine’ in her grandmother’s strong
handwriting. She took the letter out and was surprised, no,
astounded, by what it said, which was:-

 


My dear Charmaine

 


Unfortunately you won’t receive
this until I’m dead. I’m sorry about that and I believe you will
mark my passing with respect.

(Only if I’m not in bloody
London! she thought.)

I have sent
you a gift that you have probably been wondering about. Understand
that I have chosen you from all the people who might have had it
for one simple reason. You, Charmaine, are the only girl in the
family who I believe has a romantic soul. I know we haven’t talked
in depth very much, certainly not as often as I would have liked,
but the words I’ve heard from you incline me to be reasonably
confident in my assumptions and, furthermore, this gift can only be
passed on to a female. Your mother was never a romantic. Too
pragmatic by far and married to almost the first person who asked
her, without thinking about it, and, I believe, without an overwhelming and all-consuming
passion. Note that – without passion. I don’t know how
people can marry or even have a relationship with someone when
passion is absent or at least hidden. It seems unnatural to me.
Your love affair with Wuthering Heights was a clue to your
personality. Pragmatists don’t get much pleasure from Wuthering
Heights.

So what is this object? It is
something that’s been passed down the female line in this family
for many generations. It looks like glass with a fine crack through
it. It isn’t glass and it isn’t a fine crack. It is pure rock
crystal and the fine crack is a hair, said to be a hair from the
last unicorn in Wales, embedded magically in crystal by Merlin
himself. Now that’s a weighty piece of news; it supposes, for
starters, that unicorns and Merlin existed.

But what’s the point, you may
ask? The point is that this object has the power to accurately
judge people and will identify a potential partner, a partner
imbued with the same romantic streak as the current holder. It
certainly worked for me and all the family we have a history of. It
helps to remember that my mother was Welsh and had a lineage going
back to mythical times.

Be aware that there is no such
thing as an owner for this object. You are merely a guardian with
the responsibility for eventually passing it to someone suitable in
our matriarchal line.

There is a ritual to be spoken
before passing the crystal on, a ritual I performed yesterday, and
that ritual is set out on another page, to be spoken by you at the
appropriate time. To help guide you through the colour changes,
I’ve made another list. Oh yes, it changes colour and is one
hundred percent accurate. The colours can be deceptive. Bright
flaring scarlet indicates not STOP as you might assume, but that
your life partner is close by. The man should be locked in a
cupboard immediately and not allowed to escape. When Elliott first
came near me the crystal shone an almost unbearable scarlet
light.

So there you are, Charmaine. I
think I’ve made a good choice but it’s up to you to carry this
forward and I can’t stress enough how important this task is.

Go in peace and be well,
Charmaine. The name of the crystal is Naia.

 


With fondest love,

 


Annette Charmaine D’Court
Stanford.

 


Charmaine put the letter down,
then picked it up and read it again. The words hadn’t changed.

She didn’t know what to think
so she called Gerald.

“Hi,
Charmaine. I wanted to talk to you before you flew out. You have an
early morning flight I think?”

“Yes, at
six.”

”Well, good
luck and have a fantastic trip. Now about this thing you brought in
to show me. I don’t know what it is, but I think its pure rock
crystal and the gold frame looks like hand-formed, pure yellow
gold. The designs look like they’re Celtic or something like that.
I think it’s very old, but you need to get an expert opinion when
you get back from Dubai. In the meantime, lock it away safely. It
could be quite valuable.”

“I will.
Thanks for that, Gerald. I’ve just been trying to figure it out
myself. I think getting an expert opinion is a good idea. Maybe
I’ll try the Met to see if it really is old.”

“Not a bad
idea. It reminds me of some of those reliquaries they have in there
made from crystal, gold and gems.”

That’s where she’d seen
something similar. Those treasures in the Met were larger but with
the same sort of quality.

“You’re right.
I must sleep, Gerald. I’ll call you in a couple of days to let you
know how it’s going.”

Charmaine
picked the crystal up from the shelf and studied it again. The gold
work was complicated and the crystal looked pure. The last unicorn?
Sometimes suspension of disbelief can be difficult. Nonetheless she
whispered ‘Naia’ and the crystal turned a dark green. She nearly
dropped it, and hurriedly put it back on the shelf.

She turned to her colour chart.
Dark green meant ‘Welcome’.

 


Charmaine turned to packing and
it took ten minutes, the speed brought on by experience. She
planned for a hot climate but included long skirts and two head
scarves. She assumed the air-conditioning would be too cold, as it
so often was in hot countries. She’d once caught a serious cold
being underdressed in a hot climate.

She wondered how much she
should pack. If things went smoothly she could be back in two days,
but there was a possibility of four or five days. She had no doubt
the hotel would arrange laundry and dry-cleaning daily if necessary
and she wouldn’t be picking up the tab for that. So – two days and
enough underwear to last five days.

Lingerie was something
Charmaine doted on. It was one of her obsessions and her dressing
table drawers bulged with ornate and frilly things that she felt
were absolutely necessary. Not for her everyday utility knickers,
hers was underwear to die for. She put in seven day’s worth just in
case.

Finally she rang to order a car
and fell asleep as soon as she hit the pillow.

 


At thirteen hours and many time
changes, the long flight meant she arrived at night, but Carl
Oberman was waiting for her. The contract took one and a half days
to get signed and the oilmen took her to lunch. A long, satisfying
lunch in a private dining room with many courses and an unlimited
amount of wine.

She managed to change her
flight and would be going home a day early on a late, late flight.
The delay meant she had time to shop. The fabulous Mall of the
Emirates was a cavalcade of gold and fashion and she let her credit
card do the walking. She returned to the hotel to repack her bags
and wondered if this job would get her a bonus. After what she’d
just spent she hoped so. She stopped in the hotel foyer and called
Gerald to report the successful conclusion of the transaction only
to find that Gerald had already heard from Carl Oberman that
Charmaine had done a terrific job.

“Did you get a
chance to visit the shops?” he asked.

“The Dubai
economy is not in danger,” she replied.

 


The details of the contract had
consumed Charmaine, even taking up the first evening in Dubai, and
she hadn’t had time to think about crystals and unicorns. She had
given it some thought on the flight over, when she tried to recall
what she knew about unicorns. She had a vague memory of them being
somehow attached to romance and hanging around with virgins, who
could apparently tame them. Then there was the Harry Potter movie
where the unicorn leaked silver blood that gave life to some other
character.

That virgin part wasn’t going
to work in Charmaine’s case, but it occurred to her that an animal
expert might be able to identify the hair in the crystal if it was
indeed a hair.

She opened her laptop and
started a spreadsheet called ‘Things to be done’. All it said was
‘Hair - identify’ and ‘Expert - age’.

As the ingoing flight dipped
towards Dubai airport she’d paused to wonder if there might be any
nice and unattached guys at the contract negotiations. It turned
out there weren’t. The oilmen were nice and fun to be with but, as
ever, obsessed with oil. The Arab delegation were all nice too, but
older than the oilmen. They were unfailingly courteous but not her
type either.

 


The flight touched down at
midnight and Charmaine fell asleep on top of her bed fully clothed
as soon as she got through her door. She revived enough to get to
the office at noon the next day and, having delivered her report to
Gerald, was ordered to take the rest of the day off. Oh, and by the
way, there would be another bonus for a job well done. When she got
home she rang Carl and offered him another five thousand dollars
against the inevitable gusher. Carl was delighted to accept and
they arranged to have dinner the next time the oilmen were in the
city.

 


When she got home Charmaine had
another look at her crystal which was now clear again. It seemed it
turned itself off, something like an unattended computer. She
grabbed her laptop and pulled up her contacts list. She knew
someone who worked at the Met. His name was Darren, and there he
was, Darren Burmeister, who worked in tapestry conservation.
Definitely a nice guy, but avowedly gay and not up for a romantic
fling. Shopping, yes, romance, no.

Darren knew the exact person
Charmaine needed to speak to. Blaine Daniels, who knew everything
there was to know about reliquaries and religious paraphernalia.
Charmaine agreed it would be great to have lunch with Darren soon
and called Blaine.

She explained why she was
calling. Blaine was intrigued by Charmaine’s description of Naia.
She asked some questions and as she replied, Charmaine noticed the
crystal briefly flash a bluish shade before reverting to clear. She
wondered if it would change colour when an expert looked at it.
What would they make of that?

She realised Blaine was still
speaking. Blaine wanted her to bring the crystal down to the Met so
she could have a look at it. Charmaine asked if now was a good
time. The Met was just across Central Park about twenty minutes
away. Blaine was surprised but said yes.

 


Blaine turned out to be an
African-American who stood at about six-two in flats. She reminded
Charmaine of Iman, the model who married David Bowie.

“Nice to meet
you, Charmaine. Come on down to my office and show me what you’ve
got.”

I wish Gerald would say that,
thought Charmaine.

The office was part paperwork
and part laboratory. The only clear space was a pristine bench
where a glorious crystal reliquary sat. The glow generated by the
crystal, gold and scattered gemstones was mesmerising. It seemed to
generate its own light and Charmaine tried not to touch it, her
hand reaching out towards it apparently of its own volition. She
snapped it back as Blaine said, “Isn’t it fabulous? It’s one of the
finest I’ve seen, Italian origin, but we’re not yet sure who or
what is inside. Could be a metatarsal in there. Take a seat,
Charmaine, and let’s see this thing.”

Charmaine took the crystal,
carefully wrapped in tissue paper, out of her bag and passed it
over. The crystal was clear without a trace of colour.

“My oh my,
what have we here? This is very interesting.” Blaine took a
magnifying glass from a drawer and turned on the desk lamp. She
examined the crystal from all sides and sat back, then leaned
forward and did it all again.

“This is
fabulous, Charmaine. There’s something set inside this crystal I
can’t identify. It looks like an animal hair, but embedding a hair
inside pure rock crystal in theoretically impossible, because the
geological forces that create rock crystal wouldn’t allow a hair to
survive the process, but it’s definitely not a flaw. Do you mind if
I get someone else to take a look? We have a specialist here in the
Costume Institute who knows animal hair better that a CSI. His name
is Jason Purchase.”

“Sure thing,
Blaine. I really would like to know what I have.”

Jason Purchase was summoned to
examine the hair and, coincidentally, meet his destiny. His job at
the Met involved, among other things, conserving fur garments, and
his interest in animal hair had spread from that. These days, he
was consulted by many people and organisations, including those CSI
technicians.

Jason looked like the kind of
guy who could fill Charmaine’s fantasies easily. He was tall,
blonde and had movie-star qualities. Included in the package was a
pair of piercing blue eyes that jolted Charmaine when she looked
into them. She figured he was about thirty, maybe thirty-two, and
she quickly established he wasn’t wearing any rings.

“Hi Jason,
this is Charmaine. Charmaine, Jason.”

Jason had a firm handshake and
a killer smile as he said “Hi, Charmaine”.

“Jason, we
have what looks like a hair in this rock crystal and we wondered if
we could get an opinion from you. I can’t tell what it is, but I’m
not an expert like you.”

“Flattery will
always win me over, Blaine. Let’s have a look.” He went through the
same routine as Blaine, but with a jeweller’s loupe rather than a
magnifying glass.

“I don’t
recognise this. Yes, I think it’s an animal hair but I don’t know
which animal. It seems to be something like horse, but much finer
than horse hair. I have no idea how it could be embedded in
crystal, Charmaine. That seems not just unusual, but impossible. I
suspect Blaine has told you that?”

“Could it be
unicorn?” asked Charmaine.

“I suppose it
could be, but we’re notoriously light on unicorn hair samples for
comparison. Do you have reason to think it might be a unicorn
hair?”

“Just a hunch.
What you might call a long shot.”

“They don’t
come any longer. I’m impressed by the gold surround on this piece.
It looks old and hand-made. Is it a family piece?”

“Sort of,”
said Charmaine. God, those blue eyes are getting bigger and bluer.
“I inherited it from my grandmother.”

“Would you
like to come down to my office and I’ll check this hair against my
samples. It won’t take long and you’ve got me curious.”

“Sure thing.”
Charmaine stood. “Thank you, Blaine. I appreciate your
help.”

“It was my
pleasure, Charmaine. Let me know if you get a result.”

Charmaine followed Jason along
a series of corridors and finally down to the Costume Institute.
His office was much like Blaine’s, crowded but with a clear
workbench. She stopped in front of a tailor’s dummy that sported a
cape that seemed to be made from punk rockers hair.

Jason noticed. “Monkey-fur,” he
said. “Have a look at this – these are the references I use for
real-life comparison. The tray Jason produced had many small
compartments, each with fifteen or so hair samples. The tray was
one of thirty that sat in a cabinet waiting for the opportunity to
be compared with mysterious things.

“Your hair is
pale and fine. The closest I have is this, I think. This is from a
white Shetland pony, but I have one more possibility.”

He pulled out another tray and
lifted the cover back.

“What’s that?”
Charmaine asked. “That looks close.” A group of fine white hairs
caught her eye.

“Those are
human. You’re right about its resemblance to the hair in your
crystal. The difference is that this human hair is slightly coarser
and colourless rather than white. Would you like to have dinner
with me sometime?”

It took her a moment to realise
what he had said, so smoothly did it float on from his talk of
human hair.

“I, uh, yes,
sure.” she stammered. She sneaked a quick look at the crystal,
which stayed clear, but she assumed she had to say ‘Naia’ get its
attention and a result.

“Good.
Tomorrow night? What part of town do you live in,
Charmaine?”

“West
68th.
How about Shun Lee, my favourite Chinese eatery.”

“I know it
well. I’ll meet you there at, say, seven-thirty?”

“Great. Give
me a contact number in case I have to fly off
somewhere.”

“You’re a
pilot?”

“A lawyer
actually but lately I’ve been spending a lot of time on
planes.”

“I realise I
know nothing whatsoever about you, Charmaine, but I’m looking
forward to finding out. Now about this crystal thing - I simply
don’t know. Maybe it really is a unicorn. Apart from the obvious
point that they’re mythical, there’s no reason for me to say it’s
definitely not a unicorn. On the other hand, I haven’t seen every
single hair in the world and it may be from a Mongolian bat-rabbit,
whatever that is.”

“My uncle used
to raise those for the market. They’re all black or brown,” lied
Charmaine.

“As I
suspected. Look, the place is closing up and I need to make you
leave, Charmaine. It’s not what I want, it’s what I have to do. The
museum has a negative view of visitors hanging around after hours
among our treasures.”

Jason escorted her to the front
door and said how much he was looking forward to the following
night. Charmaine realised she’d been travelling so much she wasn’t
even sure what day of the week tomorrow was. ‘Let it be Friday’,
she thought. It turned out to be Thursday.

 


She reread her favourite parts
of Wuthering Heights that night, then picked up the new Barbara
Upton novel. The heroine, Grace (they were often named Grace, those
Upton heroines), was having the same problems as Charmaine. Grace
was beautiful, intelligent and still single at twenty-eight and she
wasn’t getting any suitable dates either. Not only that, but Grace
was a hopeless romantic and was single-mindedly determined to find
a guy who would sweep her off her feet and take her away into the
sunset, preferably in a Porsche.

Charmaine still had a clear
picture of Jason in her mind, and fell asleep dreaming about him.
There was a stream, green fields and roses around the beautiful
cottage which was also surrounded by drifts of wildflowers. Then a
limo arrived to take her to the airport for the trip to Iceland.
She realised the skimpy, silk, full-skirted dress she’d been
tending the roses in would be unsuitable for Iceland, but she
didn’t care. Jason was coming with her and he’d keep her warm.

 


The next day, Charmaine decided
it wouldn’t hurt to do some research. Charmaine was, after all, a
lawyer and research was like food and drink to her. She closed her
office door and called the Met.

“Darren?
Charmaine again. What can you tell me about Jason
Purchase?”

“Jason
Purchase in the Costume Institute?”

“That’s
him.”

“Not a lot.
Seems like a nice guy. I’ve met him and talked to him at various
events but I’m not familiar with his private life. Talk to Blaine.
She probably knows him better than I do.”

 


“Hi,
Charmaine. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. I was going to
call you, but you go first.”

“It’s Jason
Purchase, Blaine. What can you tell me about him?”

“Jason? Well,
not a lot. He’s a very private person. I heard that a girl he was
having a relationship with died in a car crash and he was badly
affected. That was a few years ago. He is a nice guy though, well-mannered
and attentive. Why do you ask?”

“He asked me
out, I said ‘yes’. I’m doing a personality check. I hate it when I
find I’m dating a serial killer.”

“He asked you
out? Good news. He’s very talented and I hear the Natural History
Museum is trying to get him to move over there to expand his hair
and fur research. Have a good time, girl and let me know how it
goes.”

“I will. Now,
why were you ringing me?”

“The crystal.
It stayed in my head because I had this vague feeling I’d heard
about something like it. A long time ago when I was young and
impressionable I went to a series of lectures that covered objects
of alleged power. You know what I mean - grails, arks, swords and
so forth. The woman who ran the course had one entire evening
covering Arthurian icons and that included the Merlin legacy
because Arthur and Merlin are part of the same cycle.”

“That’s King
Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. I presume?”

“Right on. One
thing that I remembered was that the most potent objects are named.
Does your crystal have a name?”

“Yes, it does.
When I spoke the name while I was holding it, it changed
colour.”

“It had
colours? Holy crap, honey, that’s what this one did. I mean the
Welsh one she talked about. I can’t remember the name but it was
supposed to be a indicator for the creation of good partnerships.
Marriage partnerships, that is. Give the woman a call or go and
talk to her. Her name is Morag Pryce and I have an address but no
telephone number. It’s down near Ground Zero. You can do Century 21
while you’re down that way.”

“Fire away,
Blaine, my pen is poised.”

Blaine gave
her the address and Charmaine figured it was very close to Century 21.

“You do
Century 21, Blaine?”

“Who doesn’t?
It’s like Aladdin’s Cave. I spent four hours and my entire budget
last time I was in there.”

“I love it
too. I’ll call in on Saturday since it’s nearby. It would be
unnatural not to. Thanks for the info, Blaine. I’ll keep in
touch.”

 


This was getting stranger. A
relic? Maybe there was such a thing but it seemed unlikely
Charmaine owned one. Nevertheless, a trip to see Morag on Saturday
and some serious shopping should get her back to a routine, and by
Sunday her jet lag should have been cured. She reread Annette’s
letter and shook her head trying to clear it. It didn’t help so she
turned again to her pile of messages.

 


Karyn had sorted them into what
she saw as most important to least important. Charmaine was amused
to see her mother’s message was on top of the pile, just above an
ASAP message from one her biggest clients. Karyn was her secretary,
PA, associate, guardian, grapevine interface and best friend.
They’d been working together for three years and routinely went out
to lunch, dinner and girl’s nights out together. Karyn had the
opposite problem to Charmaine. Karyn was out almost every night of
the week with that week’s boyfriend.

Charmaine thought Karyn needed
to be more selective, but it appeared Karyn wasn’t ready to settle
down, and at twenty-nine didn’t see the need. She’d once had a
steady relationship which lasted all of ten weeks, which Karyn
found restricting.

 


“Hi, Mom, it’s
me.”

“Hello, dear.
The lawyer for Annette’s estate had been trying to get you, but you
don’t seem to be in your office any more.”

“I’ve been out
of town, Mom. Dubai.”

“Is that near
Egypt? You go to some strange places these days, Charmaine. Why I
rang is, they’re reading Annette’s will next Tuesday and they want
you there. Can you get up to Boston?”

Charmaine flicked through her
diary.

“Yes, I can.
What time, Mom?”

“Ten. It’s
that old idiot Sharpe and he’s a stickler for time. If you’re not
there he’ll start without you.”

“I understand.
Have you been invited?”

“Of course I
have. She was my mother for heaven’s sake. I’ll see you there.
Don’t be late.” Sharon broke the connection.

Charmaine called Karyn in. “I
have to go to a will-reading next Tuesday, honey. Can you get me an
early flight to get into Boston by ten, make that nine-thirty, a
rental at the airport and a return flight at say, three?”

“Someone
died?”

“My
grandmother in Boston.”

Karyn’s eyes widened and she
looked horrified. Charmaine realised she hadn’t told Karyn amongst
all those trips around the world.

“Shit, I
forgot to tell you. I’m so sorry, Karyn. I’ve been away and busy
and I, I, … just forgot.”

“Wasn’t she
the one you were named after?”

“She was. She
died while I was in London. I’ve already had a… a legacy from her
but now they want me at the reading. Let’s do lunch and I’ll tell
you about it.”

 


Lunch was over quickly because
there was so much to do back at the office. Karyn got excited when
she heard Charmaine had a date that night.

“What’s he
like? How tall is he? What does he do? Is he rich? Does he own his
own place?”

Charmaine had to confess she
didn’t know anything about him, including where he lived. That
impressed Karyn, who believed Charmaine was far too
conservative.

 


Just after six, Charmaine
walked through her door and threw herself into the process of
getting ready. The restaurant was an easy walk from her apartment
and it was quite a warm night in the city. That meant she could
wear something sexy. Somehow, cold weather was just not conducive
to romantic dressing, but tonight it meant the dark red silk dress
would get an outing and she could wear the high-heeled Louboutins
she’d bought four months ago, hoping something suitable would come
up where she could wear them. There wasn’t much to them, just a few
strips of red leather.

She picked out her prettiest
black silk-tulle underwear and by the time she’d completed her
make-up it was time to leave.

 


The short walk to Shun Lee and
the swish of the silk around her legs made her feel like a million
dollars. Guys were staring at her and some whistled. She hoped
Jason would be impressed but Jason wasn’t in reception when she
arrived a few minutes after the appointed time, nor was he inside
the restaurant after the maitre’d suggested she take a walk through
to see if he was already sitting waiting for her.

She waited for ten minutes then
called the number he’d given her. There was no reply but when
prompted she left a message to say she was waiting at the
restaurant.

At eight she decided enough was
enough and started to walk out. At that precise moment, Jason shot
through the door, dishevelled and dirty. There were black marks on
his hands and clothes and there seemed to be a smear of blood on
his face.

“You’re still
here? Thank God. I’m so sorry, Charmaine. My car broke down and I
had to get it going because I was stuck in the middle of an
intersection and the thing wouldn’t go and then I cut my hand on a
piece of metal. Can you forgive me?”

“Of course I
can. I assumed I’d been stood up, but you’re too dirty to have made
up that story.”

“Sir, please
come through to the bathroom so you can get cleaned up.” The
maitre’d took Jason by the arm and led him into an unmarked
bathroom around the corner at the end of the hallway. He helped
Jason get his jacket off and produced facecloths and towels for
him.

“I’ll get the
lady seated, sir. When you finish cleaning up I’ll take you
through.”

“Thank you. I
apologise for my appearance and I appreciate your help.”

Charmaine was led to a table on
the far side of the room where she was offered champagne on the
house. By the time Jason appeared, still vaguely dishevelled but
clean, two full glasses were waiting on the table.

Charmaine picked up her
glass.

“The
management elected to reward your dishevelment with champagne,” she
said. “It seems an extraordinary way to get a free drink, but it
worked.”

“I’m still
embarrassed,” said Jason. “I’m going sell that fu… , uh, sorry,
darn car. It’s too unreliable. I can’t
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