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﻿Outside The Wire will keep you engaged in a gripping selection of stories. Michael Joll takes us from fighting Islamists in Afghanistan  to failing marriages closer to home. In every story, the challenges of dealing with reality are front and centre. 
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Michael Joll’s collection showcases his versatility as a writer and his impressive knowledge of far-flung places and cultures. A number of these stories lay bare the horrors of war from Afghanistan to Culloden but the variety of themes and Joll’s ability to effortlessly switch between disparate locales ensures that readers, of all tastes, will be both entertained and informed.  

—Garry Ferguson—

Author: Without A Wurduva Lie  And Other Madawaska Valley Tales.
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Michael's writing is enriched by his diverse experiences across continents. His collection of stories has something to offer every reader. Outside The Wire has a treasure trove of settings and characters that cater to even the most discerning tastes. 

—Cherry Narula
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For Swinger, our elderly springer spaniel, who has no idea why I spend my days hunched over a laptop in my office instead of tossing sticks for her.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Mark Twain wrote: “Truth is stranger than fiction, but it is because Fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities; Truth isn’t.”

In writing fiction, it has long been my goal to make my stories as lifelike and as relatable to my readers as possible. This is the main reason why I don’t write science fiction, fantasy or time travel.

So it is with this collection of tales, short and long—and some even shaggy: An element of truth, based on personal experiences, observations or snippets of overheard conversations, runs through these stories. 

With a few exceptions, the places and times described are real. Many of the characters are drawn from real life, their traits mixed, matched and altered to make any one of them unrecognizable as a single real individual. Any reader who might exclaim, “That is me!” is suffering from delusions or self-flattery. As for the places, this collection of stories is set in the United States, Canada, England, Scotland, New Zealand, Afghanistan, India, Belgium, Mexico, Switzerland, Germany, France and Italy. Any errors in the description of time, objects or place are mine, for which I apologize in advance. I hope they don’t spoil the pleasure of your reading.

By the way, if you discover morals worth gleaning from these stories and their flawed characters, please drop my publisher a line at www.middleroadpublishers.ca I am not unaccustomed to English boarding school punishment.

Michael Joll

Brampton, 2025  
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1 GARLIC SHRIMP AND CAVIAR
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When Rick and Donna divorced, the division of spoils in the negotiated settlement gave Donna the marital home and the furniture. Rick would keep his car and Fleabag, the knee-high, wire-haired mutt; Donna would keep her car and the cat. Donna agreed to let Rick stay in the marital home until the divorce became absolute, at which time Rick would move out. In the interim, Donna would live with her current boyfriend on the other side of the city.  

Two days before their marriage ended, Rick packed his few personal belongings into U-Haul moving boxes and stacked them in the hall. Fleabag looked on in head-cocked, prick-eared puzzlement.

“Don’t worry,” Rick told the mutt. “You’re coming too. If I left you with Donna, you’d be out on the street in no time.” He wiggled the dog’s ears. “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a long while.”

The next day, the dog hid in a dark corner of the kitchen and whined while the movers carted away the boxes. 

Looking back, Rick had no second thoughts about marrying young, beautiful, and vivacious Donna. She must have seen something in him at some point, enough to throw her hand in with his to build a future together. Both had done well in their careers over the intervening dozen years. But along the way, with the dulling routine of a career-focused marriage without children, staleness had tiptoed in and, on its heels, discontent.

When Covid arrived, their offices closed, and both had no choice but to work from home, which turned out to be the pits. Far from relishing the time spent together at home, they realized how much they had drifted apart. After a year spent in virtual house arrest for much of their daily lives, unable to find any personal space, it didn’t matter which of them started being unfaithful or when. Both had been equally at fault, though that played no part in the settlement, which had naturally favoured the aggrieved wife. Rick knew he would miss this house: It held fond memories of kinder, less troubled times when he and Donna had first moved in after two years in a rented apartment. Of all the clauses in the divorce agreement, the only one that rankled with Rick was having to give up the house. Why couldn’t they have agreed to sell it and split the proceeds? But no: Donna insisted on keeping the house, and Rick could keep Fleabag, their shelter-rescue mutt, as a consolation prize. The idea of handing over the house to Donna festered like a boil, simmering, throbbing, only waiting for an opportunity to erupt.  

On his last night married, Rick prepared and cooked a farewell dinner for one—a large portion of garlic-buttered shrimp with Beluga caviar, a filet mignon with asparagus and artichokes, and a bottle of vintage Champagne. Fleabag ate whatever Rick dumped in his bowl, not having a reason to celebrate or commiserate.

Rick’s appetite, however, deserted him. The dining room, with its crystal chandelier and reproduction Chippendale furniture, no longer held any appeal. The music from the outrageously expensive Bang and Olufsen stereo failed to stir him; instead, it left him in a maudlin, disgruntled mood. The resentment he had kept bottled up now bubbled to the surface and spilled over like boiling milk. He slammed his fist on the table and threw his table napkin down in disgust. Fleabag slunk away to the kitchen.

Rick rose, intent on scraping the plate of barely touched shrimp and caviar into the garbage bin under the kitchen sink. On his way out of the dining room, however, he stopped and gazed around him, an idea forming in his mind. He put the plate down and thought for a moment before moving to the window. There, he removed the hollow curtain rod from its support, unscrewed the cap on the end of the rod, and dropped several shrimps with their helping of caviar into the rod. He screwed the cap back on and replaced the rod and its heavy drapes on its support.

Once started, Rick completed the same procedure in every room with similar hollow tubular curtain rods—the living room, master bedroom, and principal guest room. Finally, satisfied with his handiwork, he drank the Champagne, and Fleabag enjoyed the untouched steak.

Rick and Fleabag moved out the next day, and hard on their heels, Donna and her boyfriend moved in. For a few days, all went well. Donna gloated over her “win”—the house—and her latest squeeze congratulated himself on his easy score.

Then, the house began to smell. Donna and her boyfriend opened all the windows and doors, installed air fresheners in every room, mopped and vacuumed, shampooed the rugs and upholstery, and steam-cleaned the carpets and drapes. They checked the vents for dead rodents and the chimney for dead birds, and they ripped out the broadloom. Finally, exterminators in gas masks came in and sprayed. Nothing got rid of the smell.

Donna’s maid quit in disgust. Guests cancelled return invitations to dinner or to stay over. Service and repairmen refused to work in the house. The boyfriend moved out. When Donna eventually decided she could no longer live in the house, she faced the reality that she had to sell.

She put the house on the market at a fair price for the neighbourhood. Her realtor promised her a quick sale. After several viewings without an offer, Donna reduced the price a month later and moved into her boyfriend’s apartment. Still not a nibble. She lowered the price again. It wasn’t long before her realtor refused to take her calls and dropped the listing. Donna phoned around, but no other realtor showed any willingness to take on the dead-end project.

The house sat unoccupied for months, looking like Donna: tired, dejected, and unloved.

In desperation, and between boyfriends, Donna went to the bank and borrowed money for a mortgage on a new but much smaller house in a downscale neighbourhood, one that she could barely afford on one income.

Rick called her several months later to ask how things were.

“To be honest,” she said, “terrible. The only light in the tunnel this past year has been the divorce. We both needed to make a new start, but everything else has been a disaster. And don’t get me going on the house.”

Rick listened, making sympathetic noises as the tale unfolded.

“To be truthful,” Rick said once Donna had run out of steam and sounded on the verge of tears, “I miss the old house. It reminds me of happy times when we were both young and had our lives ahead of us.” He fell silent for a moment, having baited the hook and cast his line. “Would you consider selling it to me?”

Rick heard Donna choke back a sob, then relief in her voice when she asked, “Would you? I don’t want to give it up, but it’s too big for me on my own. Do you have a price in mind?”

“It was mortgage-free when we spilt.”

“It still is.”

“Nothing outstanding? No home equity line of credit, unpaid taxes, or utility bills?”

“Just the utility bills, Rick. They’ve threatened to cut off the electricity, gas, and water next month if I don’t cover the arrears.”

Rick heard the desperation in her voice. He quoted a price he estimated about a quarter of what he thought a property of that type would fetch on the open market. Donna hesitated.

“Plus, I’ll pay all the legal costs and the outstanding utility bills. And you can keep the contents,” he said, hoping the last would be the clincher.

“Meet me at the lawyer’s office this afternoon,” she said, “to draw up the papers.”

They had the papers signed by four o'clock with a closing date in seven days. Donna left the lawyer’s office with a spring in her step. In the waiting room, her boyfriend had a smile on his face. Rick heard them chortle as the elevator door closed.

A week later, Donna stood on the front doorstep of her old house, smiling and rubbing her hands as the movers carried out the last item of furniture and loaded it onto the truck.

“It’s Rick’s problem now,” Donna said to her boyfriend. “Asshole. I’ve had the movers take everything that wasn’t screwed down. Even the curtain rods.”
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Sean stopped across the street from the address he had written down on a slip of paper at work. The house, wood-framed with insulbrick siding, looked drab, and the exposed woodwork could use a lick of paint in keeping with its location in this run-down part of town. A red light glowed through a gap in the curtain covering the window of one of the front rooms. 

“Very Christmassy,” he muttered, though the house needed more than a single light in the window to cheer it up. He sunk deeper inside his coat as a flurry of snow and ice pellets stung his face. A shot of what? Excitement? Fear? Whatever it was almost convinced him to turn away and walk home. He thrust his hands deeper into his parka pockets and crossed the street.

The wooden steps creaked beneath his weight when he mounted them. He glanced around, over his shoulder and to both sides. The street seemed deserted. If anyone saw him, no one seemed interested. He pushed the doorbell but heard no sound. He hesitated, took a nervous breath, then lifted the door knocker and let it fall. Inside, a dog barked, and a woman’s voice yelled at it to shut up.

A moment later, a woman opened the door a crack, and a face appeared beyond the jamb.  

“Yes?” 

“I’m Sean. I called earlier.”

“You’d better come in then.” She opened the door wide enough to let him and the snow in and shut it behind him. “Frame’s warped,” she said, hitting the door with her shoulder until it clicked shut. Sean stamped the snow off his boots.

The woman let out a chest-rattling cough, gasped for breath and clamped her hand over her mouth. The damp hall reeked of stale cigarette smoke clinging to grubby carpets, dingy curtains and her cheap grey cardigan. She pulled a cigarette from a pack in the pocket of her cardigan, lit it and inhaled. The cough died in her throat.

“That’s better,” she said, patting her chest. “Keep them on,” she said, pointing at Sean’s boots.

Sean saw a cloth cap and scarf beneath a man’s scuffed leather jacket hanging from a peg in the hall. He wondered who the man might be and whether he was in this fleapit for the same purpose. Sean took his parka and scarf off and hung them next to the leather jacket, then gave the woman an appraising glance. In her sixties, he guessed, her wrinkled grey skin powdered and her mouth a crimson lipstick gash. Grey roots showed beneath hair the colour of a Santa suit. Her sunken grey eyes seemed lifeless as she eyed him up and down. She’s probably wondering if I have the money to pay for what I came for, he thought. 

“You’ll want to look them over before you decide,” she said as if reading his mind. “I’ve got quite a variety, but they’re all the same price. You decide which one you fancy.” The voice sounded wheezy and harsh, hardened by years of chain-smoking, Sean guessed, that had left her throat a biohazard. She didn’t wait for his reply but turned her back on him and shuffled down the hall. Sean followed into the front room, where a smoky log fire hissed in the grate but did nothing to dispel the cold or damp. 

“Her girls” were gathered around the fire. A red bulb burned behind a bare Christmas tree already shedding needles. “I haven’t decorated it yet,” she said as if an explanation for the self-evident were needed. The woman doubled over in a paroxysm of coughing as if the effort of speaking was too much. Sean sneaked a quick look at the girls when the woman stood back, hand over her chest, gasping for breath. 

Sean fought to quell the knot of repulsion in his stomach and turned his attention to a closer inspection of “her girls.” Four huddled together and ignored him. A fifth remained apart from the others as if they had shunned her. It didn’t matter. In an instant, he knew: She was the one he wanted.

He turned to the woman. “What’s her name? That one.” He pointed to the pretty little one, honey-blond shot with ginger and copper. 

“Josie. You fancy her?”

Sean took a step closer. Josie didn’t move or even turn her head or look his way. A shot of adrenaline – excitement or nerves, he couldn’t tell—pierced his chest and nether regions as nothing like it had for years. Sharon didn’t know her husband was in this disgusting house stinking of cigarette smoke and Pine-Sol. Just as well, he thought. Seven childless years into their mid-life marriage, Sean needed to scratch his itch. Perhaps Sharon did, too, but not this way. The early passion had worn varnish thin, the lustre long since dulled. Their marriage needed a boost, something different, or it would soon peter out into disinterest, boredom and divorce. 

But was this—Josie—the answer? Could she be what their marriage needed, something that might renew the spark they once had for each other? A ménage à trois? Or would it drive them further apart? And did he care anymore if it did? After all, he was here, seeking a change in his life. Still, anxiety churned in his stomach. He held his breath. Why did I let the door knocker fall? Why didn’t I simply turn around after the doorbell failed to ring and go to the pub? Or even home? Sharon would never know I’d been here, seeking solace from our moribund relationship. I can keep this visit secret. It’s not like it’s the only one I’ve kept from her over the years. 

Sean’s inner voice told him to leave without going through with it. 

He cast his doubts aside and took a step closer to Josie. When he shut his eyes, her scent triggered a memory. He had known something like it once before when he was still in his teens; his first real passion was Dawn. For an instant, the memory of that all-too-brief relationship flooded back. His love for Dawn had ended when her life had been snatched away in a hit-and-run. They never caught the man in a Pontiac that had fled in a squeal of burnt rubber. A tear pricked his eye, and then her image vanished, pushed aside by the passage of twenty-odd years. And now by Josie. He leaned closer until his nose almost touched her face. He had to have her.

Josie smelled as warm as fresh gingerbread out of the oven. Her body heat radiated across the narrow gap that separated them. Sean desperately wanted to reach out and touch her, but she did not react to him, did not move or even blink. He looked at her closed eyes and realized why she showed no response to his presence. Josie was blind. An unexpected caress now could startle her, frighten her, make her cringe and shy away from his touch. He did not want that, not at any price. When we know each other better, we can build a relationship that involves touching, stroking, and petting. But, first, I must convince you I will never hurt you. Then you will learn to trust me. How long will that take? How much time do I have before someone else takes you first? 

Sean knew he had to have this siren, this beautiful Lorelei, alluring him, and possibly his marriage, onto the rocks. He drew closer, nuzzling his nose gently against her ear. Josie reacted to his touch with a faint sound that Sean could not identify. What did she say? What had she meant? He wondered why Josie had not shrunk back in fear. After all, he was a stranger she could not see. Perhaps she trusted him to be gentle, but surely this could not be the first time she had experienced a man’s touch. Or his smell.

With the back of his forefinger, he stroked the side of Josie’s face softly. She nudged closer to him, pressing his hand against her head, willing him to continue caressing her. Josie, Sean decided, must have understood he posed no threat. She leaned her head against him once more.

“Hello, Josie,” he whispered. “My name’s Sean. It’s you I want.” 

If Josie drove him and Sharon apart rather than bringing them back together, that was the price he decided he was prepared to pay. And if it did, it was probably for the best, and it was a good thing they didn’t have kids or ever would.

Sean edged closer and felt Josie’s warm breath against his skin. He kissed her as gently as a monarch settling on milkweed, scared she would recoil in alarm. Instead, a thin, pink tongue touched his lips—a first kiss. Whatever the price, there could now be no turning back.

He stood. “How much is Josie?”

The woman quoted the figure she had mentioned over the phone. “Cash,” she said. “Upfront.” This was business, a cash transaction that did not involve surnames or paperwork for her or Sean. 

Sean pulled out his wallet and peeled off the twenty-dollar bills. He knew he could not keep Josie a secret from Sharon for long. Would Sharon welcome a golden cocker spaniel puppy into their house in time for Christmas, or would he be sleeping on the couch until both could find a lawyer?  

Five weeks. That was all Sean had to contain his excitement and keep Josie a secret from Sharon. In five weeks, Josie would be old enough to leave her mother. Then he would have his answer.
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No sooner had we arrived in Puerto Vallarta than Christina came down with gastro. “Don’t drink the water,” I told her before we left New York. “God knows what you might pick up.” As usual, she ignored me. She retired to bed for three days, swigged Pepto Bismol from the bottle, and swallowed enough Imodium to quell an outbreak of cholera.

That evening was the first time we ventured out of our condo in the old part of town. ‘La zona romántica,’ they called it. The red-light district, more like. The spacious oceanfront unit on Playa Los Muertos belonged to Christina’s sister in Billings, Montana. The rent was the right price, given that we were family, and it was July when nobody with two functioning brain cells connected by a synapse goes to P.V. With Christina’s delicate stomach, we needed a restaurant up to New York standards. If we couldn’t find one, we would have to settle for somewhere that offered a lower chance of getting a repeat of Montezuma’s Revenge. In Mexico, that might present a challenge. I could have stayed home and gone to Taco Bell if I wanted to eat Mexican food.

“At the end of the bridge,” the old beggar sitting cross-legged on the sidewalk beneath the streetlamp told me in Spanish, pointing down the road towards the Malecón. “You will find steps leading to the river. Take the steps down and walk a short distance to the small wooden bridge over to the island. There you will find La Iguana. It is magical at night. Anything is possible there. You only have to wish it.”  The old lady gave Christina a crooked smile.

I translated the Spanish for Christina, but she was more interested in the grubby, doe-eyed waif with the runny nose sitting on the sidewalk by the old woman, playing with several brightly painted bobblehead turtles, the largest barely half the size of my thumb.

The child held out her hand, offering Christina three of the turtles. “Les gustan, señora?” she squeaked, her face breaking into a shy, almost pleading smile. “Llevan buena suerte.”

“My granddaughter,” the old beggar said to Christina in heavily accented English. “She wants you to buy a turtle. They bring good luck. It is true.”

Christina opened her purse, produced a colourful Mexican banknote and bought all three.  

“Gracias, señora,” the little girl said, all smiles.  

“They’re so cute,” Christina said as the heads bobbed in her hand. “And the little girl looked so fragile. I couldn’t resist.” She smiled at the urchin. “Gracias,” she said, her only word of Spanish.

I suppressed the urge to comment on how Mexican kids learn to beg for Gringo tourists like us at a very young age. Instead, I said, “They expect you to haggle, not pay full price.”

“But I paid in pesos, not dollars,” Christina replied with a sulky face. “Besides, their money looks so...so...foreign. I couldn’t tell how much it was.”

I wanted to say that’s because Mexican pesos are foreign, but I suppressed the urge. After nearly thirty years, our marriage was in enough trouble as it was. We’d agreed to call a truce from the bickering and snide remarks for the week and enjoy Puerto Vallarta. Maybe we could stop snarling at each other; perhaps it was our last chance to start over, but I wasn’t putting money on it. We had four days left in which not to kill each other, and Christina’s ignorance of all things foreign wasn’t helping any.

With the temperature still hovering between Death Valley and the sunny side of Mercury, we followed the old woman’s directions. We soon found the free-form, whitewashed walls, dark wood accents and heavy umbrella-canopied roof of La Iguana, half-hidden amid towering, vine-draped trees and dry tropical vegetation. Seated at a black Steinway grand piano in the spacious, open-air foyer, a woman, perhaps in her mid-forties, quietly played Chopin. Small paper lanterns strung around the perimeter of the dining area punctuated the night, bathing the scattering of Sunday night diners in garish Chinese colours. Crystal sparkled in candlelight while silver cutlery gleamed on white linen. The aroma of grilling steaks from the kitchen hovered in the still air. Real food.

“Look,” Christina said, pointing at the tiny flying insects that danced like windlestraw around the lanterns and the motes of back-lit dust glinting and floating in the still air: “Tinkerbell.” The old beggar-woman was right: The effect on Christina was immediate and magical. I stifled a snort.

The hostess greeted us in the foyer. “Bienvenidos a La Iguana,” she said, immediately welcoming us again in English. I guessed neither of us looked much like Mexicans. Maybe Christina’s dyed blond hair and blue eyes gave it away. Or maybe it was my flamboyant Hawaiian shirt rather than the guayabera preferred by the locals that sealed it.  

“My name is Alana.” She smiled. “Come this way, please.”

“We’d like a table near the piano if possible,” Christina said, glancing at me and visibly relieved at not having to struggle with Spanish. “We love music. Your pianist plays beautifully.”

“My daughter, Isabel,” she replied. A spotlight caught the silver strands in Alana’s black hair, which she wore pulled back and wound in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. Her silver and turquoise jewellery set off her uncomplicated black cocktail dress. Slim, elegant, almost aristocratic in her bearing, I figured she was probably older than she looked, likely in her sixties; too old for my liking, but if stranded with her on a desert island, well, let’s say I wouldn’t be building a fence around my hut. Her daughter, however, I guessed she would be about ten years younger than Christina and without the extra few pounds La Goddess had put on over the past couple of years since the onset of the crabbiness and sweats that combined to make life difficult for both of us. Isabel would only have to look at me, and I could throw away the eight-pack of Viagra in my bedside drawer.

We sat side by side at a table facing the piano. Christina placed her turtles on the tablecloth, tapping their heads from time to time and smiling. She caught me appraising Isabel because she glared at me as soon as Alana turned her back. The stiletto heel she raked down my shin confirmed my suspicion that she was reading my mind. Not difficult to do, I had to admit. Old habits die hard.

I suppressed my thoughts, remembering why we were in Mexico before blowing it for good. Christina had been pretty forgiving of my not-so-occasional detours down random paths. That she hadn’t ditched me spoke volumes about her apparent devotion to me. But even Christina had limits to her tolerance. I was unsure what they were and not quite stupid enough to find out. Divorce, I frequently reminded myself, at his time in life and as a senior bank VP, could be something I’d continue paying for from the other side of my grave. I might as well sign my financial, as well as professional, death warrants. So, you could say I was motivated to preserve the marital status quo.

“My daughter studied at the Conservatory in Paris,” Alana said. “I am blessed that she still plays for her mother like she did as a child.”

Isabel finished playing and looked up but avoided making eye contact with me. Smart girl. She’d probably met men like me before. We applauded quietly, and she smiled, acknowledging Christina before returning her attention to her keyboard. Out of habit, I checked her hands for rings, though wedding bands had generally not proved to be an insurmountable barrier in the past. No gold on the fourth finger of either hand. I wondered if she had a partner. At that moment, Christina’s light touch on my arm tore me away from an appraisal of Isabel’s slim figure.  

Like her mother, Isabel wore her hair in a bun, low at the nape of her long, elegant neck. Silver filigree pendant earrings hung from her lobes, and a simple silver necklace adorned her throat. Her off-the-shoulder black evening gown, the type concert pianists favour when performing, showed off her tanned shoulders and a hint of décolletage. No question, Isabel was the best-looking woman I had seen in years, including that flight attendant from Tucson. Yep, she was everything a man even half my age could wish for. And, I guessed, completely unattainable, which only made her even more desirable. 

“Our guests appreciate music,” Alana told her daughter.

“If you have any particular classical favourites, or jazz, Broadway, standards, anything, I will play them for you,” Isabel said with just enough of an accent to make her sound intriguing.

“Please play your favourites,” Christina replied with a broad smile, the first I had seen in months. She was usually shy and uptight, rarely talking to strangers other than as politeness required. Tonight, she seemed relaxed in the presence of Alana and Isabel, happy to initiate a conversation, however brief. Christina slipped her arm through mine and gave it a light squeeze. The magic of the tropical night is having its effect on her, I thought with a flash of cynicism. She never does this at home.  

We sat and ate American food in near silence as Isabel played familiar classics and standards. It was as if she played only for us. Between courses, we held hands under the table like the shy young lovers we had once been before the realities of marriage had tarnished the silver of our promised lifetime together. My decades-old cynical streak began to flake and crack like the plaster on the wall of a fly-blown, run-down Mexican hotel room. 

The last waiter had left for the night when Alana brought a tray of cappuccinos and Cognacs. I caught a whiff of the coffee and held the brandy snifter to my nose. I could tell the Cognac was real French. Over the rim of the glass, I watched Isabel shut the keyboard cover and wave good night to her mother. I sighed. No midnight tryst, no stolen kisses for us that night. I was no longer sure if that was what I wanted anymore. Was I getting too old? Surely not. Not at fifty-seven and still in my prime. That train of thought halted with a jerk. Who was I kidding? Maybe it’s time I took a hard look in the mirror instead of an admiring one.  

Truth to tell, it was easy to criticize Christina for her grey roots, the crow’s feet around her eyes and the less-than-firm chin line, but hell, with a hairline that receded most of the way back to my crown, man boobs to rival the Playmate of the Month’s and a waist that didn’t suggest self-denial at the buffet table, I had to admit I didn’t look so good anymore in a swimsuit. Reality check time: Face it, pal; your testosterone level migrated south along with your chest years ago. No wonder you need a little help from Big Pharma and ‘Just For Men.’ It wasn’t always that way, of course. You returned from ’Nam with a chest full of medals and a 32-inch waist. Lucky for you, the war ended before you got to kiss your sorry ass goodbye in some rice paddy nobody ever heard of. Looking back on it, that was dumb luck you didn’t deserve, like marrying Christina. And you know something? Yeah, just maybe you’re lucky to have Christina, given all the rotten things you’ve done to her along the way.

I told my conscience to can it before it convinced me golf was a fast-paced, manly sport.

Alana returned Isabel’s wave, smiled, and said, “Con permiso?” She sat down at our table.

“Look,” Christina said. “We’re the last to leave. It’s a bad Manhattan habit of ours. We apologize for keeping you so late.”

“Not at all,” Alana said. “We Mexicans like to eat late. Besides, after dinner, I like to chat sometimes with special guests over coffee and Cognac.” 

Sixty or not, Alana was beginning to look better by the minute. As for her sultry, throaty way of speaking English, at that moment, I was a captive bird in her hand. You can visit my desert island hut any time, Mrs. Robinson. And bring your daughter.

“Isabel,” she said after a moment of what I took to be indecision. Christina and I stole surreptitious glances, but Alana, gazing intently into the night above and beyond our heads, missed them.  

“Isabel,” she started again as she returned her attention to us, “is not only talented but also very hard working. Her father paid for her to attend the Conservatory in Paris, and when she was young, just starting her career, she had much success in international piano competitions. She has played all over Europe and North and South America, but no one invited her to play Beethoven in Vienna or Mozart in Salzburg with the world’s greatest orchestras.

“It came as a bitter disappointment to her, naturally, to recognize that, although she was exceptional, in a profession as talent-rich as hers, she was not quite exceptional enough to make that final leap to the very top. However, over time, she has come to acknowledge and accept her limitations. Now, she teaches at the Conservatory in Mexico City, flies down here on Friday nights to keep her old mother company, and returns to her day job, as she calls it, on Monday mornings. The restaurant is hers. I only manage it.” The quiet smile suggested there was more yet.

“Is she also close to her father?” I winced at Christina’s question: Intruding on a private family matter was none of our business.

Alana reached behind her neck and fiddled with a wisp of stray hair. Was that a nervous habit, a way of putting off a response while deciding whether to reveal something that she would rather not discuss, least of all with strangers?  

“Isabel never knew her father,” Alana said after a long, contemplative silence. “But he was good to her from a distance while he was alive and lived up to his financial responsibilities as a father. I’m not sure if that was out of guilt or a genuine desire to help her. Without him, she would not have her career or this restaurant. Look around you. Being poor in Mexico is not much fun, as you can imagine.”

We nodded in agreement. That much was evident from the old beggar and her granddaughter.

“We are both grateful to her father that neither of us has had to lead the kind of life we would otherwise face. Here, for a woman without much formal education, there is little choice between destitution and prostitution. A happy marriage is like winning the Lotto.  

“Isabel knows the history, of course,” Alana said so quietly that I could hardly hear her above the racket of the cicadas in the trees. “But I have never told this to anyone else.”  

I wondered why she would decide to tell us what must be her innermost secret. Was it simply something she wanted to get off her chest, a confession to two strangers as anonymous as an unseen priest behind a black screen in a curtained confessional? Or had she seen or suspected something in my relationship with Christina that might benefit from a salutary tale?

I knew Christina read the monthly glossies and was privy to all the secrets, real and imagined, of every Hollywood star anxious to bare their soul, divorce and rehab stories to the world. Without a doubt, whatever Alana had to confess, Christina would lap it up and lick the bowl. My cynicism returned in spades. After a brief lapse into sensitivity, the old me was back in the saddle. Farewell, Jane Austen. Welcome back, Tom Clancy.

“When I was seventeen,” Alana said after a moment, “I fell madly in love with her father. That was in nineteen sixty-four. John Huston, the Hollywood film director, was here, in Puerto Vallarta, filming on location with some of Hollywood’s biggest stars. Isabel’s father was the star of the movie. He stayed with his wife in an apartment near here. Perhaps because I spoke good English, he employed me to be his wife’s maid and translator while he was on the set. They had a very stormy and untrusting relationship. They fought a lot. And they drank.” She grinned, lines etched deeply around her eyes and the corners of her mouth. Her eyes glistened in the lantern light. “I’m told that happens a lot in Hollywood.” 

“No! Surely not!” I said, playing along.

“His wife was perhaps the most beautiful woman in the world in her day and a huge movie star. I did not find him all that handsome. He was not much more than medium height and quite stocky, but he had liquid brown eyes and such a beautiful speaking voice that it melted my heart, everyone’s heart, just listening to it. Y qué encanto.” She shook her fingers in the Mexican manner to emphasize her point. “Such charisma! More than any other man alive, I think. Any woman would have fallen for him. I certainly did.”

Alana took a sip of her Cognac. “One night, not long before shooting ended, he came home late, drunk and in an ugly mood. His wife had been drinking alone all evening. It was like taking a match to a powder keg. Within minutes, they were at each other’s throats, shouting at each other and throwing things. Then she slapped his face. He looked stunned, but I think he was only surprised.

“He slapped her back. Their fights were legendary, and I was scared. I had no idea what to expect next. 

“‘All right,’ she screamed at him, ‘prove you’re the man you say you are. You haven’t been able to keep your eyes off her since you got here. Take her. She’ll be only too grateful that the biggest star in Hollywood chose to screw her ass into the floor over every other Mexican tart in town. Go on. I dare you!’”

“He gave her an evil look, then swept me up and carried me into their bedroom without a word. He stripped me, flung me on the bed, and took me, though, in truth, I must confess this was no rape of the Sabine women.” She chuckled, and for a second, her eyes lost their focus. “I might have been the most willing of victims,” she said, returning her attention to us and looking up shyly.  

“I was fired, of course, but the next day, he apologized handsomely, as you can see.” She waved her arm around the empty restaurant. “It might have been the biggest stroke of good fortune ever to come my way.”

“And he’s Isabel’s father, I presume,” Christina said, putting two and two together with a good chance of getting the arithmetic right. 

Alana gave her the faintest of nods. “Being a single mother in Mexico carries a certain stigma, more then than now, of course, but few men want to take on the liability of a wife and child that is not his. So, as you can see,” she said, holding up her left hand, “because of him, I never married. So maybe I was lucky.” She gave us a broad grin as if she knew our situation like an intimate friend. 

“Who is it?” Christina asked, always looking for a tidy ending even if it was sordid and fit only for the supermarket tabloids.

“It doesn’t matter now. He died long ago,” Alana replied. “I think his wife lost her beauty at the same time. She passed away only a few years ago, a name well known by my generation but mostly forgotten by younger moviegoers even if they ever knew it.” She stood. “Enough. I will say no more.” She smiled and walked to the bar to get our bill, leaving us to finish our Cognacs.

I racked my brain to sort through the clues, just as Christina must have been doing at the same moment. Then the penny dropped. Of course! The restaurant’s name, the time frame, Isabel, and her daughter’s name. They all fit. “I’ll tell you later,” I whispered to Christina. “You’ll kick yourself.” 

Christina wasn’t listening. Even so, I figured the evening had gone pretty well. Perhaps we really had turned the corner. Wrong! Christina turned on me as soon as Alana was out of earshot. 

“You asshole!” she hissed.

“What?”

“You can’t ever change, can you? I can’t go anywhere without you embarrassing me.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You were staring at her boobs the whole time she was at our table.”

“But there was nothing to stare at,” I shot back—wrong answer.

“So what! No wonder she got up and left when she did. She probably thought you were going to grope her next. I knew precisely what was going through your mind. I wanted to leave as soon as I saw you mentally undressing her.”

I knew my face had turned scarlet, not at the accusation but at the truth of it. I’d been doing everything Christina accused me of without realizing it. Then the shame hit. My ears tingled and pulsated with the blood pounding, and my stomach churned.

“And I’ll tell you something else, Matt: Every woman you look at like that squirms in her shoes. It’s not a compliment: It’s harassment.”

“You’re right,” I mumbled, incapable of bringing myself to look Christina in the face.

“Damn right I am,” she hissed. “Do you think I don’t know you after all these years?”

“I’m sorry.” The words came from the back of my throat, strangled by my total embarrassment that Christina had me pegged more accurately than I could ever have guessed.

“I’ve heard the rumours,” she said quietly with controlled menace. “And I’m damn sure they’re not all just from people trying to upset me. But I will grant you one thing. At least you don’t do your whoring close to home for everyone I know to tell me about in detail.”

I’d known fear back in ’Nam, but this was a new, different and infinitely real fear. My head swam, and the world grew dark. I thought I was about to pass out. Divorce was the next logical step. I was on the point of losing everything I had worked for, including Christina.

“I’m sorry, Christina. I truly am. You have every right to be madder than hell at me, and I won’t blame you if the first thing you do when we get home is to call a lawyer. I deserve it. I’ve been an absolute shit to you. I don’t deserve you. You’ve been so good and kind and understanding all these years.”

“I know I’ve not been an ideal wife. But at least I’ve never been unfaithful, no matter how tempting it’s been.”

That brought me up with a jolt. It’d never occurred to me that Christina might... I mean, damn it, she’s had the provocation and no doubt the opportunity, but not once had I thought she might have considered an affair. I realized then how poorly I knew her and how much I’d taken her for granted. Reality hit. I was about to lose Christina forever. Only then did I realize that I loved her, and I was about to kiss goodbye to thirty years of our lives. 

I stood and looked down at her, staring morosely at the three turtles on the tablecloth. I caught a glint of tears in her eyes. She turned slightly and looked up. Her face was drained of colour. I opened my mouth to speak, but she held up a hand. 

“Don’t make promises you won’t keep,” she snapped. “Don’t say anything.” The heads of the turtles began to bob. Christina reached out with a finger and touched the nearest. “Look. They agree with me.”

Then, the floor began to tremble. Christina looked at me with alarm and gripped my hand as she struggled to her feet. Alana hurried to our table and put a reassuring hand on Christina’s arm. “A minor earthquake, nothing more,” she said, shrugging it off. “They happen all the time. It will pass. And then tomorrow it will rain.”  

We waited, feet braced apart, Christina clutching me as she used to thirty years ago. Even when the floor stopped shaking, she didn’t let go. The rumbling ceased. The strands of lanterns stopped dancing, and the turtle heads no longer bobbed and swayed.  

“They are both gone now,” Alana said with a laugh. “They may have passed away, but they are still fighting.”

“I must watch The Night of the Iguana again,” I said.  

I saw Alana’s inscrutable smile mirrored in her eyes.  

We left the restaurant and retraced our steps along the bank of the quiet river, almost dry before the rainy season turned it to a brown, foaming cataract. On the plank and wire suspension bridge, swaying and bouncing with each step like the floor of a blacked-out fairground fun house, we held on to each other for fear of being pitched into the river. At the top of the flight of stone steps, I looked around for the old beggar and her granddaughter. However, the sidewalk under the pool of lamplight where they had sat lay deserted. We were alone, still hand in hand.  

“I know how much you hate football,” I said. “I’m thinking now might be a good time to cancel my subscription to the NFL Channel before the season starts.” It was a small sacrifice. I was becoming tired of football anyway. “Maybe we can do something on Sundays other than watch TV.” 

“Like what, for example?” Her voice challenged me. I thought quickly.

“Have dinner out. Go to Central Park, museums, art galleries, or a Broadway show. There’s the symphony, ballet, the opera.” I saw the look on her face. “Okay, scratch the last three. Bad idea. We could volunteer with a community group instead.”

“You’d do all that for me, Matt?”

I smiled for the first time in what seemed like years, but she missed it in the dark.

“Sure,” I said. It wouldn’t be easy to change the habits of a lifetime and turn this old aircraft carrier around, but it was a start. It meant a new outlook on a marriage that had gone stale and a new set of goals. I liked nothing better than a challenge. Maybe that’s why I’d always found other women irresistible. I sucked my belly in. For Christina, I told myself.

“No, you wouldn’t,” she said. “I know you too well.”

“For you, I’d do anything.” I paused for thought. “We could even spend Sundays at Coney Island.”

“That’s where we started out, Hon,” she said, breaking away from me for a moment to look me full in the face. “I don’t need reminding.”

Then I saw her break into a smile. “Okay. Just once. For old times’ sake. Deal?” 

“Compromise is the bedrock of marriage,” I said. I’d heard that somewhere. She linked her arm through mine again and snugged me to her body. With a sense of sadness, I took one final look up and down the road to make sure, but the old woman and the child were nowhere to be seen.  

Christina broke the silence. “Why are we standing here, Hon? What are you looking for?” 

“I wanted to thank the old lady for sending us to the restaurant. And her granddaughter for the three lucky turtles.” And Alana and Isabel for their pixie dust, I wanted to add but held my tongue. I was still on ultra-thin ice and knew I only had to entertain one wrong thought or appraise one bust not carved in marble to fall through it.

Christina kissed me on the cheek. I turned and kissed her on the lips. As she responded, some of the old passion I remembered from our early years returned.

We broke apart. “Some Limey poet,” she said, “once wrote something like, For all thy faults I love thee still. She squeezed my hand. “Me too. I wouldn’t trade you, not even for three turtles.” 

I took that as a compliment, if backhanded. “If you’re interested,” I said, “Pride and Prejudice is the late-night movie on TV. It’s in English with Spanish subtitles. There’s a bag of microwave popcorn in the kitchen cupboard and a bottle of Mexican Riesling in the fridge.”  

Christina pulled me closer to her. “Couldn’t we just skip the movie?”
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4  KILLING TIME
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Miranshah, North Waziristan, Pakistan Tribal Territories, 2012.

The muezzin’s tinny call to prayer pierced the fog shrouding Sergeant Pervez Mohammed’s semi-conscious brain.    

A rapier thrust of pain stabbed his sweaty, fevered body. He gritted his teeth, fighting an urge to scream, touched his face and felt bandages covering his eyes. More pain lanced through his chest. You’ve got broken ribs. If you move, they could pierce a vital organ. Dying will jeopardize the mission. Suck it up, Pervez.

The stench of feces and urine permeated the hot, airless room. Pervez sensed movement, then fingers untied the drawstring of his pants and pulled them off his body. Cool water from a hose washed away the slime clinging to his loins and legs. He smelled pine disinfectant as it splashed on his chest, groin, and thighs, stinging his tender skin. There must be a reason. His mind could not conjure one. Whoever it was left him naked to dry on the string-meshed wooden charpoy. He heard the door close. 

Where the hell am I?

The muezzin’s call ended. He drifted back to sleep.
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Pervez woke with the mesh from the charpoy biting into his back, but when he tried to ease the back-arching pain that racked his body, rivulets of sweat trickled into the dressings swathing his head and chest and ran into his matted beard. He reached down gingerly and touched a loincloth wrapped around him like a giant diaper. It felt clean and dry. He had no recollection of dressing in such an item of clothing.    

Raging thirst hit. Pervez licked his cracked lips, desperate for water. “Pani,” he croaked.

He smelled musky perfume close to him. A hand cradled his head, pressing an earthenware beaker to his lips. Water. He spluttered and choked. Precious, life-sustaining water spilled from his parched mouth into his beard. Tears of frustration and rage soaked the bandages covering his eyes. Each breath proved more painful than the last.

He detected a different odour, a man’s stale sweat, a little further off. Two voices conversed in whispers. Male and female. Pashto or Waziri? Listen. Hard to tell. So you’re either in Pakistan or still in Afghanistan. What did you expect?  

He suppressed the urge to scream his frustration.

A door closed. The male smell lingered for a moment before it dissipated. Hands removed the loincloth and bathed him, sluicing his body with tepid water until it was clean of sweat and feces. He heard a broom swishing the water across the floor to where he presumed there would be a small culvert at the base of the wall for drainage. The sweeping stopped. He heard the broom handle hitting the wall. The scent of musk scent returned, hovering over him. A cool hand touched his brow. He felt a thermometer tasting of disinfectant slip under his tongue. He was in a hospital. Somewhere. He heard a faint swish of clothing and a grunt. A third person had entered the room
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