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Goulash

Cheaper Buy The Dozen

Oh
Yes!

Careful George


Goulash

“Karl, Karl!”

As he
stirred from his catnap on the veranda at the health club, Karl
flinched at the shrill and persistent sound emanating from the
woman five feet behind him.

“Here,” Karl whispered, vainly hoping the woman would not see
or hear him.

“Come on, we’ve got a visitor for supper and we’re hardly
ready. Get a move on.”

Sighing,
Karl heaved himself up from the table, draining the last dregs of
coffee from the blue mug. This was the only exercise he got at the
club. She, on the other hand, was devoted to nearly every racquet
sport going. She adored beating her male opponents and lived for
both the sweat and the victory.

This was
fine with Karl who savoured the respite each Wednesday and Sunday
morning when he would close his eyes at the table overlooking the
tennis courts and pretend he had a completely different life. She
hadn’t mellowed with aged as he had hoped. Instead, time had made
her more resolute and confident in her own
righteousness.

As he
drove them towards the supermarket (she never drove) Karl tried to
remember when he loved her. Surely he must have loved her once,
before he knew any better? He glanced at her now, watching her
mutter insults at his incompetent driving. Her faced had been
softer, less pinched. Never a big smiler, Karl recalled that they
used to laugh at least once in a while, even if it was at the
expense of someone else. But like trying to look at a star in a
black sky, the memory disappeared as soon as he tried to focus on
it.

They
pulled up at the village co-operative. She didn’t shop there out of
a sense of civic or global duty but because it was cheap. Despite
the grandeur of their stately home surrounded by acres of land she
avoided spending a penny unless she had to. Anything Karl spent had
to be bought home under the cover of darkness or stored in the once
place she wouldn’t go. The shed.

There
had been a time, many years ago, when she had taken great pride in
her appearance. Scarlett lipstick, a platinum blond up-do and
fingernails decorated to show off the gold and diamonds dripping
from her neck and hands.

As Karl
pushed the trolley behind her he remembered that he used to be so
proud of her. She was his and his alone. Now, as she selected the
produce he would be required to cook, he grimaced at the long, lank
grey hair slicked down her back. Her hands only wore a wedding band
and her nails were blue with age.


Following her left into the wine aisle he pondered for the
hundredth time leaving her. Why did it always remain a thought?
What power did she hold that kept him rooted in misery, whipped by
both her tongue and often her hand?

He
couldn’t call it love anymore. He couldn’t even call it
loyalty.

“Pay attention!” she barked. “Quite why I am relying on your
skills to impress our company I don’t know but you had better not
make a mess of the goulash.”

Karl had
made the same dish for the last 20 years and had not got it right
once apparently. He knew she continued to demand the dish so she
could repeat the humiliation he had grown accustomed to and he felt
the familiar dread in his stomach as he imagined the additional joy
she would get from dressing him down in front of their
guest.

As Karl
unpacked the shopping in the kitchen he ran through the recipe he
had tried so many times before. Trying to please her had become a
game for him so each time he changed whatever he she had complained
about the time before. This evening he was going to tackle the
richness so apparently lacking in his last effort.

He’d
read that Mexicans added chocolate to their dishes so he’d
purchased some pure cocoa powder on one of the rare times she
didn’t insist she accompany him. He couldn’t wait to see the look
on her face as she tried to find something wrong this
time.

Karl was
giving the goulash one last stir when he heard the dull chime of
the door bell.

“Karl, the door!” she screeched from the living room. God
forbid she actually answered the door herself. Karl trudged through
the living room to greet their guest Mr Harris.

Clive
Harris had dressed in his finest suit to have dinner with his most
lucrative client. He was here to finalise a redraft of her will and
he was going to pocket a nice little fee for doing so. Clive
followed Karl to greet his client who offered him a
seat.

“Good evening Mr Harris, I trust you have brought the final
draft of my will. I don’t like to mix business with pleasure so I
suggest we complete the formalities before dinner. If one can call
dinner made by Karl a pleasure.”

Karl
hovered by her side unsure whether to stay or go back to the
kitchen.

“Stop dithering and sit down!” she ordered, “This affects
you.”

“I think I have everything in order as discussed,” said Clive
smiling. “If you are happy with the changes then all you need to do
is sign it.”

“What changes?” whispered Karl.

“Let me see,” she said, a smile teetering on her lips for the
first time in years, “ah yes here it is. Allow me to read it to you
Karl.”

Karl
shifted nervously; she seemed to be taking rather too much pleasure
in whatever she was about to say.

“I hereby bequeath all my worldly goods to my solicitor Clive
Harris who has served my family faithfully”.

Karl
burned with fury but wasn’t about to give her even a moment of
satisfaction. He briefly caught the eye of Clive who seemed to be
taking much delight in the situation.

“Well, if we’re all finished, perhaps we should go through to
dinner,” Karl said brightly and walking to the dining room. Clive
offered his arm to her and the pair strolled after him.

Karl
served the goulash, all the while keeping his eyes on her waiting
for her reaction to his special ingredient.

She
pushed her spoon into reddish-brown gloop and raised it to her
lips. She sniffed at it. Karl watched intently. She stuck out the
end of her tongue to touch it. Karl leaned forward. She committed
to tasting it. Karl held his breath. She swallowed and Karl
couldn’t resist.

“What do you think?” he asked

“Something is different Karl,” she said, suddenly unsure “it’s
so rich.”

“I tried something new, do you like it?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but it’s certainly an
improvement.”

Karl was
dumfounded. This was the closest to praise he had had from her
since, well, he couldn’t remember. He would take it and savour it,
a victory in one very long battle.

Karl
allowed himself a smile with Clive who was clearly enjoying his
evening. Both remained smiling when she began gasping for breath
and grabbing her throat.

“Karl, Karl, I can’t breathe!”

“I know,” grinned Karl “it’s called anaphylactic
shock.”

“What have you done?” she cried, her face red with
panic.

“It is chocolate you are allergic to isn’t it?”

“Yes!” she replied as she desperately tried to cling to
consciousness. “Mr Harris, do something!”

Clive
remained seated, eating the goulash and watching Karl.

“You’ve done this for what Karl? You’ll be homeless and
penniless,” she managed between rasping breaths.

“Now how is that?” replied Karl, enjoying himself for the first
time in years. “You left the estate to Clive did you not?” Her
blood shot eyes stared at him in horror. “Clive and I had a civil
ceremony just last week. What’s his is mine and vice versa. I do so
enjoy your culinary feedback and I am so glad you enjoyed dinner
mother.”
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Leah
made herself take a deep breath and gave herself one last check in
the mirror before shutting the front door behind her. For what was
probably the hundredth time she checked her watch, anxious not to
miss her train. Although she was ahead of schedule she walked
briskly as if some unseen force might conspire against her and keep
her from one of the most important events in her life.

Reunions
like this rarely hold such significance for normal families but
then Leah’s family were hardly normal. Her mother didn’t like to
talk about it much but when siblings began to appear one by one the
subject became difficult to avoid. Leah had a million and one
questions about her father but her mother couldn’t answer many of
them.

“I don’t know what to tell you Leah. He was a student and you look
like him. After all this time I really don’t understand why it
matters so much. Unless I’m not good enough for you?” And that was
usually how that conversation ended because Leah didn’t have the
heart to admit it to her.

With
plenty of time to spare she arrived at the train station and waited
in the queue to buy her ticket. She smiled as she thought of the
first time she had heard of Simon, an older brother.

“I hope you don’t mind me writing but I believe we might share
the same father. If you’d like to get in touch please email me
back.” That was the email that started a chain reaction neither
Simon nor Leah could have anticipated. Leah couldn’t resist of
course. She had always regretted that her mother didn’t have more
children and use to spend hours fantasising that she had sisters
and brothers to play with and fight with. And then Simon
appeared.

Leah
supposed she should have been shocked or outraged but then she had
no idea what her father had been up to in the intervening years and
above all, she felt like she had found a part of
herself.

She met
Simon one sunny April morning at a busy coffee shop near her home.
They had emailed back and forth many times since that first email,
exchanging the scant information each had and deciding that they
were indeed brother and sister in all likelihood. If there had been
any doubt left in Leah’s mind it disappeared the moment Simon
walked in. Somewhat dishevelled after a long car journey there was
no mistaking the piercing blue eyes, Scandinavian colouring and
slightly crooked nose Leah recognised all too well every time she
looked in the mirror. She thought Simon wore the nose
better.

“Simon?” Leah asked tentatively at the tall man scanning the
café.

“Leah?” the man replied as he ventured over.

And then
there was that awkward moment where each wondered what the protocol
was when meeting your sibling for
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