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Introduction

— David Vernon

 


Australians are
great travellers. It seems to be a rite of passage for young
Australians to take themselves overseas for a period of world
exploration, to see how others live, for relaxation and to simply
find themselves in a complex interconnected society. But as these
stories show, people of all ages, not just the young, have amazing
experiences while travelling — both good and bad, but there is
little doubt that on return home none of them wished that they
hadn’t had that experience — even if only to create a great
after-dinner tale.

Travel stories
have a long and rich history and Stringybark Stories is pleased to
add to this genre. The judges have chosen twenty-eight stories that
are fascinating, well-written and exemplify the traveller’s tale.
We cover nearly every continent and each tale illuminates the great
mind-expanding experience of travel.

This is the
twenty-fourth anthology from Stringybark Stories and this book adds
a new genre to the many that Stringybark Stories has already
explored — history, speculative fiction, humour, erotica, SF and
now travel. We know you will enjoy your journey through these
pages.

 


 


David Vernon

Judge and Editor

“Stringybark Stories”

August 2015

 


 


Children’s
Hands

— Helen Lyne

 


Luxor 2008

 


I’m scared. They’re children and I used to
be a teacher, but I’m still scared. It’s impossible to tell how
many there are. Why, oh why did I turn into this street? A moment
ago it was empty. And then, suddenly one child, a little girl, bobs
up in front of me. Tangled hair. Stick arms. Shapeless dress. She
jabs her fingers towards her mouth. Fingernails rimmed with dirt.
Hungry? Of course she is. Maybe, just this once, I should give
money. Oh, but I don’t have any. I haven’t brought my purse. It’s
in the hotel. The others said I didn’t need money for a little walk
to the corniche. The
child’s eying my backpack. I needn’t have brought that either. But
it’s got water and sunscreen. And a cellophane packet of pens. When
the group first met in Cairo, the tour leader said, “Don’t give
money to children. Give plastic pens.” I bought some in the hotel
shop. What good’s a pen if a child’s hungry? Well, that’s all I’ve
got to give her.

As soon as I swing my backpack off my
shoulder a mob of boys materialises. They shove the girl away. She
flits behind them. Stubborn. She saw me first. The boys’ faces have
flaking skin. Their eyes and teeth flash. Dust-coloured clothes.
Brown hair tinged with yellow. They mill and jostle, thrusting out
their open hands. They don’t touch me. Will they? I could drop the
backpack and run. Stupid idea! I’m too old to run. And they’d
probably fight for the contents. Somebody’d get hurt.

The zip is stiff. Don’t tug at it. Let them
think I’m calm. For a moment I concentrate on opening it. I hear a
grunt and look up. Six inches from my face there’s a pair of eyes.
One is badly turned so the boy — he’s not a boy, he’s older, bigger
— he looks sinister. I mustn’t recoil. The smaller boys whine.
They’re saying words. I don’t know what they mean, but it’s
definitely words. He grunts. His hand, dirt-encrusted, waves close
to my chin and mouth. How well can he see?

The zip gives and I slide it open just enough
to reach inside and grope for the cellophane packet. Several boys
are edging behind me. I don’t want to be encircled. I shuffle
backwards ‘til my shoulder blades touch the metal shutter of a
closed shop. The mob surges into a tight semi-circle so I’m trapped
anyway. There’s a smell, an intensity of dusty bodies. I gasp. I’ve
been holding my breath.

I smile and say, “I have pens.
Stylos,
stylos.” Thank heavens I
remember the French. The fringe of the scarf I wear in mosques is
twined around the cellophane packet. I could take them both out of
the backpack. I don’t want to make a sudden movement. I fear
they’ll snatch. Not that I care about the possessions. I don’t want
to lose… What? Control? Dignity? The illusion of safety?

“Stylos, stylos.”
Two boys began a chant. White
teeth flash. Hands reach at me. The whines go up in pitch. The
ragged girl hovers, jigging up and down, craning to see me. The
scarf has fallen away from the cellophane. I start to withdraw my
hand. The wall-eyed boy grunts more urgently. He prods the backpack
with one finger. Two smaller boys pat it and pull back their hands.
I make a tsk sound, shake my head and smile. They stare at me, not
smiling, but not hostile either. Their hands are poised in
mid-air.

I sling the backpack onto one shoulder and
hold up the cellophane packet for the mob to see. How many boys are
there? Fifteen? Twenty? There are twelve pens in the packet. The
boys at the back push the others forward. I feel breaths on my
face. Will they let me hand out the pens one by one? What will
happen when they realise there aren’t enough pens for everyone?

I don’t like taking my eyes off the big
boy, but for a second I glance over his shoulder. The street is
still empty. It’s Friday. Metal shutters cover the shop fronts. The
guide said the shopkeepers will open them when they return from
prayers. What time will that be? I’m suddenly aware of my watch.
It’s only plastic, but highly visible as I wave the pens about. I
lower my arm. The shops near the hotel were being opened when I set
out. The driver of a calèche hassled me a block from here.

He called out, “Ferrari ride? Luxor Ferrari.
Where you going?”

I couldn’t bear the idea of being dragged
around by a poorly shod, half-starved hack. Last night I saw one
still attached to its calèche, scavenging in a garbage skip. Do these children eat
garbage too? Chanting “stylo, stylo,” they splay tentacle fingers. Have they ever held a pen? Do
they go to school?

I rushed into this street to escape the
hawkers.

“No hassle. Just look.”

“No pay to look.”

“Where you from? English? American?
Française? Deutsch?”

“What you looking for?”

“Hey, Madame, you want pashmina? Madame!”

The street descends to the
corniche
along the Nile. Plenty of
tourists there and hustlers offering felucca rides. Yesterday, one
offered sex!

I tear the cellophane carefully. I don’t want
to scatter the pens on the ground. There might be a scramble.
Someone might be trampled. I take out a pen and put it into a hand.
The whining rises in pitch. Hands undulate like the fronds of sea
creatures.

The wall-eyed boy snatches a pen and grunts
urgently in front of me. My heart pumps. I shove a pen into a hand
that waves between two bodies. I hope it’s the little girl. The
swarm presses forward. Hands flutter and grasp. I stand up as
straight as I can. I mustn’t show I’m scared. The wall-eyed boy
snatches a second pen. I feel the strength of his fingers. His
straight eye glares. I thrust the last pen into the smallest hand I
see.

The cellophane bag is empty. One by one,
the grasping hands drop. The boys spread out. The little girl,
pressed against a wall across the street, is watching me. She’s
clutching a pen to her chest. The
big boy doesn’t budge. He snarls, his upper lip uncovering
beautiful even teeth. His breath smells of mould. The metal shutter
digs into my back. I sense, rather than see the little boys closing
in again. The big boy’s
face blurs. Will he touch me? If so and I scream, will anyone come?
I’m a woman, a foreigner and alone.

Something cracks against the metal near my
head. Are they starting to throw stones? Yesterday someone threw a
stone at a woman in our group. The small boys have vanished. Just
like that. The wall-eyed boy hisses. A second crack makes him
flinch. There’s a third crack and a stream of Arabic. He flees.

A stout man in a white turban and long
brown gallabeya is
hitting the shutter I’m leaning against with his stick. He’s
shouting. At me? I don’t wait to find out. I run. I actually run.
Past a stinking garbage skip towards the corniche. I hear the rattle of metal. I stop, gasping for
breath, and look back. The man is using his stick to hoist up the
shutter and open his shop. Metal jingles beside me and I jerk
around. A skinny horse stands trembling between the shafts of a
silver-decorated calèche.

“Luxor Ferrari?”

“Yes, please. The Mercure Hotel.”

I don’t ask the price. The guide said we
should, but too bad. I’m safe and the driver has to earn a living.
I point to his whip. “Please don’t use that. The horse can walk.” I
plop onto the leather seat. The driver shouts and the horse lurches
forward. Bare patches on its hide twitch with vermin. When I get to
the hotel I’ll ask the guide to tell the driver in Arabic that I
want him to use some of his huge fare to give the horse a decent
feed. A futile gesture — I know! And the children? From now on,
whenever I buy water from a little grocery shop, I’ll fill my
backpack with packets of chocolates and sweets. Pens too. “My” mob
seemed to like them. I have no illusions about providing proper
nutrition. I won’t tell the others. They’ll say I’m encouraging the
children to beg. Too bad! My aim will be to put tiny pieces of
fleeting pleasure into children’s hands.

 


 


Helen Lyne is a baby boomer, ex-teacher of French and piece
of moving furniture. (Friends who don’t blink see her in the
background of commercials and drama series.) She writes anywhere:
cafes in Paris, film sets in Sydney and sand dunes in the Sahara.
She has written two unpublished novels and numerous short stories.
When not travelling, she reads her performance poetry in bookshops,
pubs and restaurants.

 


 


Mukachevo on
$5,000 A Day

— Howard Englander

 


September 1992

 


Old Hungarian
Joke: An old man is
being interviewed, and he talks about the fact that he was born a
Hungarian; then he became Austrian, then German, then Russian. “How
lucky you are to have travelled so much,” says his interviewer. “I
never left my village,” the old man replies.

 


The city of Mukachevo is not among the
glamorous destinations described by the colorful brochures on
display at your local travel agent’s office. It’s barely on
the map of the Ukraine, where it’s been located ever since the
Soviet Union split into smithereens. It’s hard to find because the
city keeps moving, from Hungary to Czechoslovakia in 1919, to
German-Hungarian occupation from 1938 to 1944, and then secession
to the Ukrainian SSR in 1945. My wife Arlene and I are
traveling to this Transcarpathian city of sullen Ukrainians,
scowling Gypsies, dour Romanians and gloomy Slovaks to find a link
to my past. Astonishingly, while going through boxes of
photographs and papers collected from my father’s apartment after
his death, we uncovered a yellowed document indicating that one
Samuel Lewis Englander arrived at Ellis Island in 1902, a passenger
on a ship from Hamburg, Germany, the family’s town of origin listed
as Munkacs, Hungary. I had assumed Dad was born in America
because I had never heard a word to the contrary from my father, my
grandmother or my aunts. What were they hiding; what was the
mystery of Munkacs, now known as Mukachevo?  Perhaps I’ll find
out: for my 60th birthday Arlene gives me a staggeringly generous
gift — a trip to Budapest with an excursion to Mukachevo to
excavate the past.

 


Ukraine has been an independent country for
only a few months and has yet to establish an infrastructure of its
own, relying on the Russian Tourist Bureau, known as Intours, to
make the travel arrangements for Americans delusional enough to
want to visit the forlorn city in the middle of
nowhere. Before they’ll issue visas from their office in
Toronto, fully paid itineraries are required, financial
arrangements that allow the Russians to recoup a high percentage of
their cold war investments. They book us on the night train
from Budapest to Mukachevo with reservations at the one hotel in
the city that offers a private bath connected to the room. The
cost is equal to a stateroom on the Queen Mary with a penthouse
suite at Claridges on arrival. We know we’ve been had when we
collect our travel documents at the train station in
Budapest. If we had walked up to the ticket window and
purchased them there the fare would have been about $80 versus the
$2000 we paid! When Arlene asks how close our seats are to the
dining car the agent convulses with laughter. If we want to
eat on the train he suggests we purchase a sweet roll and a bottle
of water.

The three-hour ride listed on the timetable
takes more than eight hours. The delay comes at the border
where workmen labour in the middle of the night to reconfigure the
train wheels to the gauge of the tracks in the Ukraine, which are
inches narrower than the width in Hungary. We watch their
progress from a gaping hole in the floor of our compartment after
the workers fling open the door and dismantle three square feet of
floorboard.

The adjustment completed, we bump along a few
miles at a time stopping intermittently for interrogation by
Hungarian border guards, Ukrainian Para-military patrols and
several squads of custom officials from both countries. The
last intrusion is particularly frightening, the officer in charge
becoming irate because of our inability to understand his demand to
fill out a document written in the Cyrillian alphabet. 

“Ma-don-nah, ma-don-nah,” he shouts louder
and louder, growing progressively more red-faced as we stare back
blankly. Our amusement is turning into abject fright when
Arlene, bless her heart, suddenly ‘gets it.’ He wants to know
if we’re bringing any religious objects into the country! Our
hasty disclaimer cools the situation and explains the near
apoplectic fit that took place while he was screaming
“Nar-cot-ticks, nar-cot-ticks” into our uncomprehending ears.

A guide is waiting for us as we stumble on to
the Mukachevo station platform at 6am on a rainy morning, stinking
from the swill of the train’s overflowing bathroom and sucking on
stale hard candy to mask our morning breath. Our hired ‘guide’
to the city is a father-son tandem, Poles from Lvov, the older man
our driver, the boy our translator relying on English courses taken
in high school. It becomes clear instantly that he was a “D”
student at best. The guide informs us that there is no record
of “Englander” at the city hall, the burial office, or any public
archive. In fact, there are no records of any kind to be found
prior to the Russian occupation in 1945. Every shred of
paperwork, deeds, birth certificates, death records, all
disappeared. The only evidence of centuries of Hungarian
culture is an occasional house with a checkerboard style, wood
border inlaid into the façade. If there’s a molecule of my
family’s essence floating in the sour air, I can’t sense
it. What is immediately clear to me, however, is why they got
out of there when they did!

For the next two days we eat at
restaurants where the only food served is cabbage and blood
sausage. There is no bread to be had; no coffee. In the
shops that are open the few gifts displayed on the shelves are
crudely crafted wooden boxes and clumsily painted wooden
dolls. We pay for everything in American dollars as the
country has yet to print any money, using script in the interim,
the value of which shrinks daily as the populace waits for the
government to issue the
official currency. After paying for our meals, our guides’
meals, gas and oil, and any and all expenses incidental to our
sightseeing our total out-of-pocket cost is twenty-six dollars, a
striking savings compared to the earlier, wildly inflated charges,
but a flagrant overcharge as far as I’m concerned! The hotel
room, for which we have prepaid a rate equivalent to the country’s
gross national product, features a massive, tarnished copper
samovar as the centerpiece of the décor and a four-poster bed with
linen so grungy Arlene sleeps in her raincoat. The water runs
from 6am to 8am, then again at 5pm to 7pm and don’t bother to turn
on the hot water tap. There is nothing attractive about the
city or the countryside; the people are unsmiling, anti-American,
and dangerous. The river is turgid; the foliage is wilted; the mud
soaked pedestrian walkways reek with a foetid vapour when the sun
manages to shine. Outside of a fortress dating back to the
Magyars the most interesting sights are the endless rows of
abandoned Russian trucks lining the highways and railroad tracks,
miles of rusting hulks slowly disintegrating.

On a night when the windshield wipers are
useless against the hammering rain we jolt our way over a rutted
road to the train station in Chop, fighting for room amid the
huddled crowd of waiting passengers, gagging from a choking stench
fused from excrement,
vomit and rancid sweat. Boarding the train in the pounding
rain we are Signe Hesso and Paul Henreid in a black and white
B-movie, leaving behind the forsaken streets of Mukachevo and the
forgotten ashes of my ancestors. Exhausted, we arrive back at our
hotel in Budapest where we take long, steaming hot showers and
happily splurge calories and forints on a chocolate crepe flambé at
the world famous Gundel Restaurant.

 


 


In a celebrity-worshipping culture that regards
older men and women like used cars ready for the junk heap,
Howard
Englander is an
octogenarian who writes about heroes who refuse to heed the
odometer. His stories look without flinching at ageism and the
struggle to resist becoming irrelevant in a youth-oriented society.
Chicago is the background for his latest collection of short
stories, Behind Every Wrinkle There’s A Story, scheduled for publication in 2016.

 


 


Sticky Dates

— Rebecca Dowd

 


The service station car park is empty. And
dark. I wonder if it’s even open. I don’t need anything, but would
be more comfortable if there were at least a few people around.

“Are you sure you want me to leave you here?”
the taxi driver asks.

I’m not, but I nod anyway. “Yes, thank you.”
I hand him three dinars. It shouldn’t cost more than two to get
anywhere in Amman, but this place is way out of town. Come to think
of it, I have no idea where I am. If I had to place myself on a map
it would be like pinning the tail on a donkey, blindfolded. I would
probably prick the poor creature right in the eye.

My colleagues often remind me — albeit
affectionately — that I’m not in Australia anymore. I need to be
more careful, they say. Perhaps I should call a friend and at least
tell them what I’m doing.

As I reach for my phone, a car pulls up
beside me. It dawns on me that I didn’t even ask Buthina what type
of car to expect. This one is cherry red and looks expensive. I can
sense the driver watching me.

“Rebecca?” he calls out the window, one arm
resting on the door like a film star’s slick chauffeur.

Take a deep breath, I tell myself. Strike a
pose that makes you look more confident than he is. “Yes, that’s
me. You must be Buthina’s son?” I thrust my hip to the side and
place my hand firmly on it, bending my opposite knee. I feel like
an awkward teenager posing for a photo shoot.

He nods and gestures for me to get in. The
car smells like cologne and pine trees. It’s definitely expensive.
And he has the designer jeans, crisp shirt and waxy hair to match.
We drive in silence; I prefer it that way. I flew in from Beirut a
few hours ago, so I’m exhausted.

“It’s right up those stairs.” He pulls up in
front of a beautiful, old, white stone house. “I’m heading out.
Nice to meet you.”

“Shukran,” I say, closing the passenger door. I
assume that people will take my feeble Arabic attempts in one of
three ways: as laughable, insulting to their language, or
endearing. So I’ve got a thirty-something per cent chance of a
positive reaction. He doesn’t seem to notice; he just drives
away.

Buthina opens the door so quickly that the
‘ding’ has barely switched to a ‘dong.’ She smiles enthusiastically
when she sees me, and promptly kisses me once on the right cheek
and three times on the left. My body relaxes. Surely someone who is
planning to abduct me wouldn’t waste so many kisses.

I had no idea what she meant on the phone
when she told me she had “dressed for me.” I certainly didn’t
expect her to be wearing a black, silk gown and a woven scarf that
was coloured like jellybeans. I should at least have dusted down my
floppy linen pants and changed my muddy sneakers.

“Would you like tea or coffee?” Her
intonation suggests that my only choice is between the two. I try
to politely refuse, but she tells me that her maid has already made
both. They weren’t sure which I would prefer, she explains.

“Tea would be lovely,” I smile.

If I had to describe her living room with one
word, I would be torn between ‘mesmerising’ and ‘hideous.’ I sit
stiffly in her straight-backed, velvet-cushioned wooden chair. I
wonder whether she sometimes throws on trackies and squishy socks,
then slings her legs over an armrest to relax. Probably not.

My chair
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