

    
        
          The Fork In The Road - Five Decades

        

        
        
          The Fork In The Road, Volume 8

        

        
        
          Eric J Drysdale

        

        
          Published by Eric J Drysdale, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE FORK IN THE ROAD - FIVE DECADES

    

    
      First edition. August 2, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Eric J Drysdale.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0645063974

    

    
    
      Written by Eric J Drysdale.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

THE FORK IN THE ROAD – FIVE DECADES

FOREWORD

CONTENTS | Collected Short Stories - 1

Collected Short Stories - 2

Collected Short Stories - 3

Collected Short Stories - 4

Collected Short Stories - 5

THE FORK IN THE ROAD – Five Decades – Annex - Summary Decade Written | Introduction by Stefan Rudnicki

THE DRY LAND

OVERTHROW

CHRYSALIS

OR LIGHT A PENNY CANDLE FROM A STAR

THE WATCHER

SOUTH OF DEPRESSION – NORTH OF ECSTASY

NIGHT OF PERIL

THE INSURANCE POLICY

THE MUSHROOM CLUB

THE WINDS OF DESTINY

WINNERS

AN END TO HATE

THE BEST OF FRIENDS

ELEVEN ELEVEN

NEITHER A BORROWER NOR A LENDER BE

PAST REGRETS AND FUTURE FEARS

BREAKFAST ON THE SECOND MORNING

SIGHT UNSEEN

MEMORIES IN DUPLICATE

NOR ALL THY PIETY NOR WIT

THE SAMARRA DEAL

THE DRY LAND – 2018

BEYOND JUSTICE

SUBJECTIVE PERSPECTIVE

A MEMORY EVERGREEN

THE FORK IN THE ROAD – Five Decades – Annex - Summary Decade Written | A Boxed Set of Collected Short Stories Volumes 1 to 5

About the Author



  	
  	
			Dedication

			
		
    To my Dear Norma, my first and best reader.
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To R. J. Ellory.  Thank you Roger for the hundreds of hours of reading pleasure I have derived from the evocative worlds of your novels, and the friendship forged that has transcended distance. 
                                                                  ###
To Stefan Rudnicki.  Thank you Stefan for the hundreds of hours of listening pleasure as I immersed myself under your sure and confident mellifluous tones, and, ultimately, that you will narrate my work.  All because of my love of quality writing and a Fork In The Road.
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To Audrey Derobert who guided me as I created my Author Web page and moved forward on the publishing journey, whose "extra yard mentality" ensured she was there to answer all my questions, foolish and logical, and saved me many hours of frustration and exasperation. 
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The 25 stories that make up this Boxed Set are the ones that comprised THE FORK IN THE ROAD – Collected Short Stories Volumes 1 to 5.  These are drawn from the dozens and dozens of my short stories that have been published or broadcast over the past five decades.  In addition there are others that have never seen the light of day, but fit within the framework.  My taste, both in what I write and read, is eclectic, ranging through general, political thriller, adventure, mystery, crime, sci-fi and fantasy to black comedy.  However, there is a common thread or theme, whether it was written in the 1970s or 80s, or more recently, and that is my fascination with what I refer to as ‘The Fork In The Road Syndrome’, hence the title.  Clearly this has intrigued or interested storytellers since their faces were dappled by flickering shadows from the fire at the mouth of the communal cave, but it is no less powerful a hundred thousand years later in the 21st century.

I became an insurance agent late 1981 and after 41 years, at the age of 77, retired on 30th June 2023.  I had 23 death claims, 19 trauma claims and dozens and dozens of income protection claims.  With over four decades of experience it was only natural that some of the characters found themselves, for good or ill, in insurance plots.  Whilst the purpose of protection is common to both Australia and America there are some differences, a notable one being we have a 13 month suicide clause here.

These stories are representative of a body of work, but different in themselves, and I hope you enjoy each journey, and are well satisfied on reaching the destinations.

Eric J. Drysdale

Sydney, Australia

February 2025  
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### 

Introduction by Stefan Rudnicki 

It’s nearly a year since Eric and I began the email correspondence that led to the audiobook you’re now listening to. 

Through this truly topsy turvy year, at least for me, that correspondence has provided insights, perspective, and even a few revelations. About literature, films, culture and people...friendship...myself... 

Since I first began reading in the English language, I’ve been a great fan (potentially an addict) of short fiction. With the encouragement of the school librarian at Van Wyck Junior High School in New York (middle school by today’s reckoning) I consumed anything and everything that I could finish reading during the hour spent among their books a couple of days a week. From O’Henry to Isaac Asimov to Algernon Blackwood. From Shirley Jackson  to chapters in Rosamund DuJardin novels (she didn’t write short stories). This was especially brave, because the “boys” books were placed along one wall, and the “girls” books along the opposite, facing each other down.

My love of short fiction persists today, in my career as a narrator, fed by around 15 years producing and often narrating the Lightspeed Magazine Podcasts. What an opportunity for a performer? To venture into narrative styles and character voices that no one could sustain in long-form.

Enter my friend Eric J. Drysdale. With an array of 25 stories spanning a dozen genres as varied as primal myth and sitcom. Each story displaying emotional range, philosophical thinking, and intricate plotting. And, oh wonder of wonders! REAL PEOPLE. Recognizable by their obsessions, their fears, their passions and their utter and complete humanity. Most set in Australia, Eric‘s home planet, and pretty alien to me, as I’ve not yet had the opportunity to visit except in some Peter Weir films. 

For me, Eric shares qualities with several of my favorite “classical” story writers, most specifically Nikolai Gogol, Guy De Maupassant, Heinrich Von Kleist, Katherine Mansfield, Virginia Woolf, and yes Shirley Jackson, all of them tied inexorably to their home languages and cultures, but comfortable taking or finding their stories elsewhere. 

One final comment...During the writing of this little essay, I called Eric in Sydney, and had a great chat with him and his partner Norma. Not such a different planet after all, and I’m delighted to share it with folks like them. Enjoy! 

Stefan Rudnicki, June 2025

### 
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The true master of Ellis Downs Station was not Tom Ellis, who had carved it from the dying land; or Narla, his aboriginal wife, whose people had trod the miles in lush and barren season alike; or Jake, their son who stood to inherit it.  It was the Sun-Wind God, who baked the earth’s surface with his fiery glare, and blew it away with an angry breath.  

A man can only take so much, and Tom Ellis had almost reached that point.  Jake knew, and he longed to comfort his father, but what can a boy of sixteen do?  When Tom announced he was going to Brisbane to get a new two-way radio, and tie up a few business ends, Jake knew there would at least be some inquiries made about selling Ellis Downs – and his heart ached.  

He stood by a forty-four gallon drum in the shed, pumping petrol into the utility his father was going to take.  The fumes rose pungent and hazy as his hand worked at the pump, and looking past the edge of the shed he could see the shimmering heat haze hanging over the dusty moisture-starved earth.  

He could easily imagine the suffocating blinding reality of the numerous reports he had heard of people dying of thirst in the desert.  Several animal skeletons were bleaching in the century-plus heat before his eyes right now.  But he could not comprehend the cruel deception of Nature ninety years before in this land on the fringe of the Simpson Desert.  He could not imagine one good season, let alone the many that had brought the waters pouring down the northern rivers; and Parakelia and other lush grasses and wild flowers flourishing in the desert sand seemed incredible.  

Man had ridden north and west into Paradise, but the rivers dried up, the flora died and the fauna disappeared – only man remained.  The seasons smiled again, and again, but then the smile withered and dried like the cracked earth, and the laughter lines became erosion scars.  

Suddenly his sour thoughts were interrupted by an impatient call from his father;  

“Jake, are you fillin’ it with petrol, or puttin’ a new gear box in the damn thing?”  

“Comin’, Dad,” he yelled back as he slipped behind the wheel and reversed out of the shed.  Switching off as it rolled near the house he jumped out and joined his parents at the front door.  

“I’ll be back in a week.  Don’t take no risks; either of you, ‘cause this damn land ain’t fussy about who it destroys.  Might even be an idea if you stuck together when you’re goin’ around the waterholes ‘n’ stuff.”  

“Don’ you worry ‘bout us, jus’ you watch you don’ get run over by no car in the big city.  Now get goin’, or you won’t even get to Birdsville ‘fore midday.”  Narla laughed as he gave her a parting slap, and ruffled Jake’s hair, but the boy could tell that she, too, was worried.

They watched for a few minutes from the doorway of their deteriorating homestead, watched the utility diminishing as it crossed the thirsty, wasting plain in a cloud of dust, and they watched the dying land, feeling its flagging heartbeat in the decimation they could see in its grim, forbidding features.

“Come on, Jake, we ain’t rescuin’ no cows standin’ here watchin’ the stinkin’ desert creep in our back door.  You take the truck, an’ I’ll take the Rover.”

“You don’t think we should go together while Dad’s away?  He said to.”

“He din’ say to, he say ‘might be idea.’  Your father, he work very hard for this station, mosta his life.  Things is very bad now, maybe even have to sell.  We can cover twice the ground goin’ in different directions, an’ anythin’ that could happen to us now could jus’ as easy happen when Tom’s home an’ we go out on our own.” 

Jake nodded in understanding and agreement.  “We might as well get the sandwiches an’ start movin’.”  

“You’re a good boy, Jake; the way you studied an’ got through high school by correspondence, an’ now the way you’re helpin’ us.”  

“It’s nothin’, Mum,” and with an embarrassed grin he retreated to the interior of the house.  

A few minutes later they reappeared and crossed to the shed, each carrying a rifle in one hand and a haversack slung over a shoulder.  

“See you tonight, Mum, take care,” Jake said as he started the old truck.  He listened to the wheezing engine that was missing on one cylinder.  “I’ll have to put a new spark plug in it when I get a chance,” he thought as he forced it into reverse with a grating of gears, and revved it a couple of times before backing out.  “New spark plug, hell!  It needs a new engine.  Three old bomb jalopies on a run-down station that hasn’t got enough funds to keep going but insufficient assets or prospects to sell as a going concern, and all because of lack of water.”  Starting off he glanced after his mother who was already heading west in the Land Rover, then, changing into second, he applied himself to the task of rescuing or destroying as many animals as he could in the hours that were left to him.

They hadn’t been this way for a while, and the first waterhole he reached was merely a depression with slightly darker mud at its centre that hinted at a subterranean fluid.  Bogged on the edge was the skeleton of a cow, its hide stretched tight over the bones, a mute sentinel against the very death that had overtaken it.  Jake backed down towards the waterhole until he was within towing-rope distance of the beast, then switched off the engine and jumped down.  Before he could reach for a spade a chop-chop-chopping echoed out in the silence.  “Hoy!” he yelled in anger and exasperation, and a crow flapped away from its perch on the skull of a perished beast, where it had been pecking out its symphony of welcome.  

He dragged the cow out, then dug down several feet.  The mud was squelchy there, and he knew that given time enough water would seep in to enable a few animals to stagger on to a different resting place.  

And so he worked the day through.  He was no longer nauseated by the stench that rose from the vicinity of virtually every waterhole, and he had steeled himself against the sight of rotting flesh torn apart by carnivores; the answer was simple:  There was a job to be done.  

When he reached home it was dark, and he was surprised to see no light issuing from the homestead.  “She probably hasn’t realized what time it was,” he told himself as he walked to the house, a soft breeze brushing at his cheek.  “I’ll give her a break and get the dinner for us,” he decided, leaning his rifle against the wall while he struck a match so he could find and light the lamp.  

An hour later he covered his mother’s plate of food and put it on a saucepan of boiling water to keep hot.  Walking to the door he looked out, but all he could see was a night sky, and a land that had the dusty grey pallor of death on its face in the moonlight.  

“Well, Mum,” he announced, turning away from the door, “you’ve got until I finish eating my tea, and then I’m gonna go look for you.”  

He wolfed down the vegetables and grabbed the chop to gnaw on the way.  Collecting the rifle, waterbag, a torch, and first aid kit, he was halfway out the door when he pulled himself up.  “Hold it, Jake, you’re in too much of a damn hurry, you’d better leave a note in case she comes home before you do.”  He scribbled a few words, timed it at the top of the page, and banged the door behind him as he ran to the truck.  

While he could see the tyre tracks occasionally in the meagre light thrown by the failing headlamps he didn’t strain his eyes to pick them up because it would have slowed him down too much.  Following the route he knew she had taken, he stopped every half mile or so to make sure he was on the right track.  Already the dust was tumbling into the ruts in the dry earth, and he could feel the breeze freshening against his dusky cheek. 

Jumping into the truck again he slammed it into gear and roared off, throwing it from side to side to avoid roots, stumps and outcrops of rock.  He inspected several dams that were no more than puddles and was reassured to see that she had passed this way.  At one she had shot a kangaroo and dragged it out of the jaws of the drought, then placed planks down so other animals could approach without bogging.  Another showed she had had to shoot a cow and drag it out with the Rover, and already a dingo or wild dog had been tearing at the beast for what flesh there was.  

Reaching the furthest waterhole, which had been her target, Jake got out and circled it twice, but to no avail.  He had lost the tracks some miles back, but had pushed on in the hope of picking them up again.  It was possible the wind had covered them over with dust, so he scouted the area once more, holding the torch very close to the ground, blowing dust out of impressions in the caked surface, and peering at dislodged twigs and stones.  

“Well, she didn’t get this far,” he said to himself as he straightened up and dusted off his trouser legs.  “Maybe she was running short on time and cut across country back to the homestead.  Probably checked a couple of waterholes on the way.  Yeah, that’d be just like her.”  But even to his own ears his voice sounded unconvincing.  

Tossing the torch on the front seat he picked up the rifle and fired three shots into the air in quick succession, then yelled as loud as he could.  His straining ears sifted the sounds of kangaroos thumping away, and other animals that had approached the waterhole scurrying from the danger.  The crash of the reports reverberated across the plain, hanging long in the night air before settling and sinking into the dust.  And nothing moved.  And there was no answering shot or call.  

Turning off at the short cut he drove straight towards the homestead, checking both waterholes on the way, but without result.  As the shadowy walls of the buildings grew before him, his eyes bored into the night to pick out a glimmer of light, or her vehicle parked out front.  There was no reason for it to be parked there, but he thought, he hoped, that it might be.  

It wasn’t.  His mother wasn’t home.  

Jake changed the time on the note, added a PS, then ran back to the truck to cover the same ground again, this time following the tyre tracks of the Land Rover.  However, a wind had rolled across the plain, and the first time he stopped to look for tracks he found a dusty road, concealing even the tracks of his previous run.  

“Damn the wind and damn the drought and damn the desert!” he expostulated, jumping back into the truck.  He drove on at a steady pace, sounding the horn and stopping occasionally to listen, and all the time he swivelled his head from side to side, scanning the entire area that was illuminated by the lights, desperately searching for some sign.  

Reaching the furthest waterhole again he stopped the truck and folded his arms over the steering wheel, his head sinking down onto his arms, and he could feel the hot tears running across the backs of his hands.  “Please, God, let me find her soon.  Please,” he whispered, his voice choking off.  “Please don’t let anything have happened to her.”  

He straightened, held his hand on the horn for a long moment, then listened.  

Starting up he headed back towards the homestead, driving more slowly and less decisively now.  “No sense in drivin’ up an’ down this flamin’ road all night,” he decided, the bitter tone edged with weariness.  

There was only one thing to do, drive over to O’Halloran’s place.  It was the closest, only about twenty miles away, and he had a two-way radio and a plane.  They could get more help and find her real quick.  

Everything was as he had left it, and he stood just inside the dark room, silhouetted in the open doorway; a silent lonely figure; a boy carrying a man’s load; a boy learning to be a man in one night.  Lighting the lamp he crossed to the stove and  poured himself a cup of strong black coffee from the brew he had put on to percolate early in the evening.  He absently took a mouthful, and winced as it scalded his tongue and throat, leaving a sharp, bitter taste in his mouth.  Pouring it into his saucer to cool, he raked the fire in the combustion stove together so the coffee would still be hot when he returned.  

A few minutes later he was backing the truck into the shed, where he pumped some petrol into the tank, then headed for O’Halloran’s.  He drove at a steady pace, nursing the truck over the rough track a little, for there was no urgency now.  The only object would be to sleep when he got back, and how can you sleep when you don’t know whether your mother is dead or alive?  

There was a paleness in the night sky and a full moon hung high on his right hand.  Saltbush and spinifex combined with the dusty eaten-out sections to give a motley patchwork effect, and stunted trees struggled up from the barren earth, their twisted pigmy growth evidence of too little water and too much heat.  On the fringe of some of the depressions the trees were a little straighter, a little taller, and carried a few more leaves, for their thirsty roots reached down into the suggestion of an underground stream and sucked up the few drops of moisture that were denied to animal, bird, and grass.  

As he approached O’Halloran’s homestead all the lights were out.  He had known they would be, but a couple of dogs started barking, and before he had pulled up there was a light flicking about in the house.  Old O’Halloran opened the front door and stood there shining a torch on the truck.  

“Who’s there?” he yelled in a gruff voice.  

“It’s OK, Mr O’Halloran, it’s Jake Ellis.”  He ran across to the old man.  “You’ve gotta help me, Mr O’Halloran.  You’ve gotta!  Dad’s away in Brisbane an’ Mum’s missing.  We went out to check the waterholes today an’ she hasn’t come home.”  He was crying then; the relief of sharing his burden with someone else, and the agony of his suppressed thoughts.  

“That ain’t like Narla.  She ain’t one to go walkabout, not after all these years, anyway.”  He opened the screen door.  “Come inside, Jake.”  

Mrs O’Halloran came in as they sat down at the kitchen table, a generously proportioned woman who was rugged and tough like the land, and kindly of nature, as the land should have been, but the nature of the land has no sentiment, and it knows no discrimination.  

Jake quickly gave them what details he could, and when he had finished Mrs O’Halloran stretched a hand across the table and gave him a comforting, motherly pat on the arm.  

“You poor kid, you must be beat.  I’ll fix you a hot drink and a sandwich.”  He nodded his appreciation and sat waiting for a decision from her husband.  

“You stay here tonight, Jake, an’ first thing in the mornin’ grab a horse an’ take the three stockmen we’ve got here ‘cross country to your western waterhole an’ back-track towards your place.  I’ll go up in the plane.”  

Jake shook his head.  “Back-trackin’ is fine, but I’m goin’ home so I can start out from our place at daylight.  They know where the waterhole is, and goin’ from both ends we’ll get more ground covered.”  

“OK, I can see your mind’s made up, but why don’t you sleep here tonight?  The wife’ll get you up in time for an early start.”  

He finished the mouthful he was chewing, then shook his head again.  “Thanks a lot, Mr O’Halloran, but I’ll go as soon as I’ve finished this sandwich.  I’ll be right there ready to go at dawn then, an’ I’ll feel better.”  

An hour later he was home, sitting at the table staring at a cup of coffee he had half finished.  He knew he should go to bed and get some rest, but he just sat there, his fists bunched, feeling the pressure of his fingernails digging into his palms.  Leaning forward he drained the cup and pushed it aside so he could lay his head down on his arm on the table for a few minutes.  

He sat up with a jerk, thinking it was morning and he had overslept, but it wasn’t, and the clock showed that only half an hour had passed.  Suddenly he was overcome by the heavy hand of weariness.  Standing up he took the lamp and the clock into his bedroom.  The alarm was set for half an hour before dawn.  “I’ll just lay down and rest for a few moments,” he thought, “and then I’ll change.”  

He didn’t even remember dozing, but the first thing he knew he jerked awake again.  The alarm had just gone off.  The light was jumping on the untrimmed wick of the foot lamp, casting shadows across the walls, and through the window he could see a faint light in the sky.  

He washed quickly, splashing cold water on his face several times after he had washed the soap off to make sure he was as fresh as possible, then he took some cold meat from the kerosene fridge and made two big sandwiches, one to eat now, the other for his mother when he found her.  He hoped to God she would be well enough to eat it.  

By the time it was fully light he was a mile from the homestead, driving fairly slowly so he could check both sides of the road.  

About a third of the way to the western waterhole a broken bush on the edge of a gully near the Mulligan River caught his attention.  He was getting out to inspect it when he saw the Land Rover and clambered down the slope, slipping and skinning his hand in his haste.  It had overturned, and when he looked inside he drew back for a moment, seeing a dark stain running over the dashboard and onto the inside of the roof.  Then he realised that what he thought had been blood was oil that had drained out of the engine and back into the cabin.  Her rifle and waterbag were lying on the ground nearby.  He hastily looked around, but couldn’t see his mother anywhere, so he started to make an extensive search.  

The wind had erased the tracks in most places, but here it was more sheltered, and there were other pointers in broken twigs and trampled grass.  

After a short distance of erratic indecision her tracks straightened out to due west, and he looked out towards the Simpson Desert with mounting horror.  The only reason she would head in that direction would be if she had lost control of her senses and was delirious or dazed.  He was a few hundred yards on the other side of the gully, and looking back could see the truck through the scrub.  Yes, she was going due west.  He turned and carefully searched the country towards the Simpson with anxious eyes:  a few small birds hopped about on the branches of a dead tree, a kangaroo kicked up small spurts of dust each time it struck the earth on its leisurely north-easterly journey, and several crows circled high in the bright, cloudless sky.  

He ran back to the truck, made a sharp turn, ploughing through some light brush to get back on the road, then raced recklessly back to the homestead.  The truck was no good now, so he would have to use a horse, and every second counted.  The accident, whatever it was, had probably happened in the morning of the previous day, and almost twenty-four hours is a long time to go short of water.  Normally she would have known where to find sufficient moisture to remain alive, but the nature of her injury was unknown.  Under ideal conditions a person could go at most forty-eight hours without water in this country, and wandering around delirious in the desert was anything but ideal.  

Arriving home, he caught up two of the half dozen hand fed horses they kept in the small paddock near the house.  He saddled them both, and packed a few supplies:  food, water, a couple of blankets, a tomahawk, and some rope in a pair of saddle bags.  With the two he could ride them alternately and not wear either of them out.  Returning to the house to check whether he had overlooked anything he remembered the torch.  Pocketing a spare set of batteries, he slung the rifle over his shoulder and ran back to the horses.  Mounting, he trotted off towards the wrecked Land Rover, the pack horse slightly behind on a lead rope.  

By soon after nine he was back at the rover.  There was no sign of O’Halloran’s stockmen, and he couldn’t afford the time to find them to get their help, so he scribbled a note and left it jammed in the door.  He sent the horses down the slope on their haunches and scrambling up the other side, then leaning far over in the saddle, and sometimes dismounting, he set about tracking his mother.  

The hand of perseverance ticked off the minutes on a clock fashioned from desperation and exasperation until the morning had passed.  He had the blood of hunters in his veins, the pigmentation of trackers in his skin, and the spirit of pursuit in his ancestry, but his instinct was dulled by the marrying of foreign endeavours into his hereditary ability, and the edge of his prowess was blunted.  Time after time he lost the tracks and had to ride in ever-widening circles to pick them up again, all the while fighting the desire to ride on in the general direction he thought she had taken, instead of looking for every broken twig and bruised blade of grass.  But he couldn’t risk that, for he found the trail was swinging round to the left so she was now heading west-sou’-west.  The plane had flown overhead a couple of times, following his waves to the west, but finally it had turned off northward.  

He stopped in the slight shade of a small tree, pulled the saddles off the horse, and watered them in his hat.  He hunkered down in the shade himself for a few minutes, gulping a couple of slices of bread and cheese, and washing them down with water.  Swapping saddles on the horses he cinched the girth tight on his mount so the saddle wouldn’t slip when he leaned over, and was ready to move again.  

The sun seemed fiercer than usual, and his eyes were gritty-sore, and strained.  He made good time for a while, but then lost the tracks completely, and it was an hour before he found them again.  There was still no sign of O’Halloran’s men.  

The remaining hours of the day trickled away like sand into a spider’s hole.  He saw the plane once more, and then the dusk was drifting in like a fine, dark dust storm. When it was too dark to see her tracks anymore, he found a suitable place, tethered the horses, and built a small fire to boil a billy of tea.  Opening a tin of meat he ate it with a couple of slices of now stale bread, each mouthful spiced with bitterness and exhaustion.  After two cups of tea he threw the rest out, and pulling the blankets about him he lay down with his feet to the fire and rested his head on one of the saddles.  He had to rest.  

Three hours later his own sobbing woke him, and stretching his stiff limbs and shivering a little he packed up and saddled the horses.  He knew where he had camped so if necessary he could return in the morning to start tracking again, but with some luck he might find her during the night.  

He criss-crossed the area for miles, occasionally shouting or firing a shot.  Often he saw a shape huddled on the ground, and approached, fearful of what it might be revealed to be, only to have a kangaroo bound from under the horses’ hooves.  Or he flashed the torch to see a perished animal in its last repose.  

He stopped for a few minutes every now and then to spell the horses and stretch his legs, and once he stopped for half an hour and boiled a billy on a hastily-made fire.  He dozed between mouthfuls, and after a second cup he kicked out the fire with several exasperated swings of his leg and saddled up again.  

Eventually dawn came, and he saw the blazing red sunrise through squinting, strained and bloodshot eyes as he rode back to the place he had left off tracking.  Occasionally he swayed in the saddle.  

He breakfasted on another tin of meat, then started looking for tracks again.  The plane flew over a couple of times and there seemed to be a large number of low-flying crows in the area.  

When he found her it was late in the morning.  A breeze had sprung up and it rustled the floral material of the frock she had been wearing.  

She had been dead for some time.  A two-inch gash in the scalp indicated the probable injury she had received when her vehicle had overturned.  This had apparently been reopened when she had been struggling to crawl into the shade of the bush.  

Jake slowly kneeled beside her and brushed back the dark hair.  Tears dripped from his chin and were sucked up by the desert sand.  

At first he was going to tie her across the saddle of the pack horse, but it didn’t seem dignified, and after a moment’s thought he took the tomahawk and cut the two straightest, longest saplings he could see.  Cutting slits in one of the blankets he threaded the poles to form a stretcher of sorts, then resting the blanket end on the ground, he tied the poles to the saddle of the pack horse.  This done, he wrapped her in the remaining blanket, and tied her securely to the stretcher.  

And Jake Ellis mounted his horse and rode slowly east; taking the body of his mother home to a father who had lost everything he had worked and fought for, and who had now lost the final pillar in his crumbling kingdom.  

THE END
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Why the hell had I got interested in Lisa Jarris?  Why the hell did I always have to fall for these strong-willed women? 

The darkness was fading imperceptibly and a grey-black spider web clung to the harsh Zanzibar landscape.  Flinging the blankets back, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, and stared angrily out the window.  Self-analysis was no good for me – I never found anything of merit.  I was just like the darkness and light:  coming and going, going and coming, except that I didn’t have any cycle.  Insignificant, worthless:  born with a goldmine in my hip pocket and gold fillings in my teeth.  I had travelled the world seeking pleasure, and tiring of luxury I was now roughing it.  With all this to my discredit, what attraction did I hold for a dedicated nurse like Lisa Jarris?  Were there so few white men in Zanzibar?  Or was it my millions?

Before an answer could even suggest itself I was caught up and hurled back to the present by the sounds of gunfire, shouting and screaming.  A large scale battle with rifles, machine guns, and grenades was being waged at the police armouries.

Zanzibar, which had only gained its freedom a month before, was now apparently losing it.  Having no inclination to have my bones fertilise the fields of undecided politics, I dressed quickly in a native kanzu and prepared to investigate.

I shrugged as I checked my revolver, wondering whether it was even worth asking her.  She would undoubtedly wish to remain with her brother, who would just as undoubtedly wish to remain with his needy patients.  It was some sort of screwball idea of destiny.

Shuffling through the streets, the revolver gripped in readiness under the kanzu, I made my way cautiously towards the Malindi quarter where Jarris had his home-surgery.  Now I was appreciative of having rented a house instead of staying at the hotel, for although the servants had apparently fled, I had the advantage of privacy, and from there I could plan my escape.

Ducking into recesses, alleys, and doorways while heavily armed soldiers passed on their search-and-destroy missions, I finally arrived at my destination ... what there was left of it.  It had been a well-constructed building, and while the many walls still supported the roof – to a degree – much of it had fallen in.  The front, and what had been the reception room, were completely demolished, and Jarris lay dead under the blasted blocks of the living room wall.

I had never liked Jarris.  He had too many of the attributes I lacked, but seeing him now I was sickened, not only by the sight of a victim of violence – I had seen many – but by the waste, the lack of necessity, for Jarris had borne ill-will to no man.  There had been several patients in another room.  Each one had been slaughtered in his confinement.

“Lisa ... Lisa ...” I called, stumbling over the debris as I ran through the rooms.  Lisa’s room had been at the back of the house, but there was nothing left of it.  A hand grenade had splintered every piece of furniture and brought the roof and walls crashing in.

Tearing at the blocks and beams I tried to clear some of the wreckage away, horrified at what I might find.  It was only now, when, in all probability I had lost her, that I began to realise Lisa Jarris meant more than the others had.  She was something different.  If I had got my own way last night we would have been on our way to America, or the Caribbean and while the relationship would have been different, she would not be crushed under a pile of blocks.

Years of dust that had gathered in the ceiling and cracks had been distributed by the blast and it rose thickly, choking and blinding me as I heaved the movable things to one side.  There was no movement among the dead stone, and as I cleared it away I began to wonder whether she had not escaped.

I moved the last block that could have concealed her and stood still for a moment, allowing muscles and sinews more accustomed to whisky and caviar than sweat and grime to scream their protest.

Although I had known her for two months, I had met only a few of her friends, which left me a very limited hunting ground.  I was just trying to work out which of these friends would be closest when the sound of voices and footsteps sent me scrambling through a rent in the wall in search of cover.

As I dashed for the wall of a neighbouring house, a shout warned me I had been spotted.  The machine gun bullets marched across the ground toward me.  Flinging myself the last few paces, I hit the dirt at the base of the wall.  A bullet seared across my arm, others burning off the wall chopping at the ground all around me.  Dragging myself into the safety zone, I pulled out the revolver and flung a shot in the direction of the machine gun, then ran down the alley.  How I would have loved the comforting feel of the big game rifle I had used recently in Africa!

I followed the maze of streets and almost ran into another band of soldiers, but by twisting down a narrow, dark passageway I lost both parties and found I had come out within a few blocks of one of Lisa’s friends.

I was safe for the moment. 

The first house I called at, although still intact, was empty, and bore signs of a hasty flight – food burning on the stove, things flung about the room, and a couple of chairs kicked over.

At the second, the residents were there but they had not seen Lisa since the previous week when I had been with her.

As I approached the rear of the third house, on the fringe of the Malindi quarter, I quietly crossed the patio to stand beside the back door.  It was open, but there was no sound.  The silence weighed heavily on my bravado.  I pushed the door open a little more with the barrel of the gun.

As the crack widened I drew back, standing perfectly still, and wondered how many seconds it would take me to cross the patio – there was the shadow of a man and a rifle lying across the doorway.  I was just easing away when I stiffened again at a harsh command from behind me.

The soldier, almost as big as he was ugly, prodded me in the back with his rifle, and shoved me through the door.

I staggered into the semi-dark room trying to regain my balance, when a cry from the corner pierced my ear, and Lisa attempted to run forward.  One of the five soldiers grabbed her, and before I could make a move, Ugly had me in a grip that nearly broke my arm.

One of them with some form of rank stepped forward.  “What you do here?” he growled.

If the revolver he waved under my nose was meant to quell any lies, it was nowhere near as effective as the cold feeling that froze the pit of my stomach.

As they shoved us towards the door, Lisa whispered: “They’re taking us to the stockade.  It’s being used as a concentration camp.”

I stopped.  “Do you know who I am?”  I asked the soldiers.

“I do not care, you move.”

“If I go to the stockade you’ll be executed, your commandant will have you shot.  I’m valuable.”  His half-comprehension opened up to receive this 100 percent, and the doubts began to creep across his face.  “I’m very rich, worth big ransom to new government.”

He pushed us out the door and with much bluster, marched us down the dusty street, the morning sun hot in our faces.  All around there was gunfire and explosions, a little more intermittent than an hour or so before, but still quite regular.

The signs of violence and a military takeover were plentiful – the streets were strewn with the bodies of luckless Arabs and Indians who had either not run fast enough or attempted to fight off the attackers.

When we reached headquarters the soldiers started marching off towards the stockade with Lisa and her friends.

“Stop!  They have to stay with me.”

Again he was uncertain, but not knowing my value or power, he grudgingly agreed.  He pushed me toward his superior’s office.

The black, cold, calculating eyes ran over me as the officer blustered his way into confusion.  I knew it would be tough.  Was he patriotic or greedy enough to risk the wrath of the American Government for the five million dollars I was going to suggest as ransom?  The man lived up to the picture of the native guerrilla who had spent five years in the English army, but his voice was surprisingly unaccented English.

I explained I had no desire to be lost among the inmates of a concentration camp, and was prepared to buy my freedom.  He was sceptical until I showed him documents to substantiate my claim of affluence.  He thoughtfully rubbed the side of his face.

“And what do you consider your freedom to be worth?”

“If I sent a ransom note today my directors could surrender some of the stocks and collect other moneys, and probably raise five million dollars within five days or a week.”

“Make it eight million, Mr Brady, and I’ll think about it.”

“What the hell are you trying to do, set up the new government on my downfall?”

“You’re not in a position to bargain.  Eight million – or you might end up being killed in the fighting.”

I shrugged. “Okay, I’ll write the ransom note as soon as Lisa Jarris and her friends are on their way to safety.”

He rose as if ending an interview.  “You’re buying your freedom, not half of Zanzibar’s.”

“If Lisa Jarris isn’t freed I’ll probably have to end up getting killed in the fighting – and that’s a high price to pay for that luxury.”

The smooth skin around his eyes crinkled slightly in a speculative motion that could have been a smile.  “You’d be a good chess player, Mr Brady.  We’ll put Miss Jarris in a motor launch and take her off shore.  When she’s obviously safe, you write your ransom note.”

“What about the others?”

“You heard my proposition, Mr Brady.  Are we going to play games all day?”

The new government was reluctant to lose one of its boats, but Lisa solved the problem by revealing that they owned a launch and it was moored several hundred yards out.  He ordered a soldier to take her out, search the boat for weapons, and start the engine.

I knew my chances were starvation slim.  Apart from the strong possibility of being killed in Zanzibar, my directors might not try, or might not be able to raise the money, as the American government wouldn’t like to have eight million dollars leave the country to finance a rebel government.

“No!  I’m not going without you, darling.”  She clung to me, tears in her eyes.  “He may not let you go when he gets the ransom money.”

As I held her in my arms, thinking of the freedom launch, a voice inside me said:  Let her go graciously, Brady.  It’s the best thing you’ve ever done – don’t spoil it.

“I’ll be all right, Lisa.  I’ll be all right.  They won’t get the money until I’m handed over, and as soon as I get back to safety we’ll have a big celebration ... a wedding celebration.”

She cried out in joy and fear, but was interrupted by a harsh voice and a heavy hand.  “Come on!  Come on!  There’s a war going on, we haven’t got all day to pander to sloppy sentimentality.”

“Go on, darling; I’ll see you in about a week.”  And kissing her once more I pushed her toward the edge of the wharf.

Then they were on the launch, the soldier searching, Lisa waving.  The engine sputtered into life, she disappeared with a final flutter of her hand and the dark figure clambered back into his launch which was tied to the far side.

A number of deserted dhows stood at anchor in the harbour, the fishermen having vacated the decks during the uprising.  Standing in the shadow of one of the dockside buildings, I looked out at the launch rising and falling on the swell with her companion craft:  petals from a plucked flower scattered under an ominous sun.

I signed the ransom note I had written and handed it over.  He folded it without looking at it, creasing it several times as he watched the launch the soldier returned in pulling over amongst the dhows.

Suddenly he drew his service revolver and rested it against my head, giving an order to two soldiers nearby as he did so.  They disappeared into the building and came out a minute later wheeling an artillery piece that could have blasted a hole in Africa.  I moved forward instinctively, but a nudge of the cold barrel stopped me.

“I wouldn’t like to have to kill you before your ransom note is dispatched, Mr Brady.”

The soldiers lined up on the launch, which hadn’t moved yet.  Then, on an order, they fired three rounds in quick succession.  I forced myself to look as the launch exploded and burst into flames, the fire spreading to the surface of the water as the burning debris slowly sank.

He watched too, and I knocked the gun aside, driving a fist into the leering glossy face.  “You murdering ...” but my head exploded before I could finish.

The small room swam into focus slowly; a semi-mirage on the edge of my vision.  My head ached and the ceiling and walls swayed in unison with the throbbing.  Through the square in the adjacent wall, light splashed in a long shape on the cold floor.  My arms were numb and cramped from the awkward position in which they were tied, and my legs were trussed to my hands so I couldn’t stand up.

The window became a dark square in a darker wall.  Although there were sounds from the streets and buildings, they weren’t the sounds of battle, and it was difficult to realise that less than 12 hours before Zanzibar had been a miniature Venice, with blood in its streets instead of water.

I was speculating this as I worked on my bonds, when a whisper from the window attracted my attention.  I was amazed.  Lisa was there, straining to look in.

“I haven’t got much time.  The guard will be back in a minute.  I’m going to throw a knife in to you, and I’ll lower a gun through the bars.  You’ll have to trick the guard.  I’ll be waiting for you.”

With that she threw an open pocket knife into the cell.  It hit the floor and skidded towards me, stopping a couple of feet away.  When I looked up, the revolver had been lowered onto the floor, the string dropped and she had disappeared.

This was her second miraculous escape.  The earlier one, I had since learned, she had stopped the night with friends when one of them had taken sick.  One of the men had investigated, and when he reported Jarris’ death, she had decided she was better off staying where she was.

I rolled over and began cutting the ropes on my legs.  It wasn’t glass sharp, but sharp enough to cut my legs several times as well as the rope.  I stretched my legs out slowly, wincing at the movement against their cramped angle.  The guard passed again, stopping for a moment outside.

As he moved on I flexed my legs a few times, then began working on the ropes on my wrists.  It was difficult and slow.  I knew it would be a few minutes before the guard returned, so I stood up with the knife in my hands.  I backed to a crack I had seen in the wall and managed to force the handle in.  When it seemed firmly wedged I began rubbing the ropes across it.  It cut through several strands, then the knife fell out, clattering to the floor.  The guard was returning.  I stood still, leaning against the cold wall.  He came up and started fiddling with the lock on the door.

“You in there ...” he called in broken English.

“When the hell am I going to get out of here?”

He mumbled something else, but apparently satisfied that I hadn’t disappeared, he marched off.  I picked up the knife, and wedging it in again, began cutting.  Other strands parted, and I could feel the ropes loosening; just a few more strokes.  The guard was approaching again and I stopped.  He stopped also and was fitting a key into the lock.

I ran the ropes hard across the blade, slashing my wrist as I did so, then began jerking the ropes off my hands.  I had to get the gun.  He was having trouble with the lock ... Please let him take a few seconds more, just a few seconds.

I slipped the ropes off and they dropped to the floor, but I didn’t wait to see whether he had heard.  Tiptoeing swiftly across the cell I scooped up the gun.  He might have a machine gun, so I wanted to take him by surprise.  The lock was open and he was slipping the latch.  I skimmed across the room and lay down in my previous position, the gun out of sight, but gripped
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