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Chapter 1

A beggar in my house

Today

I am a hundred and twenty two years old. I am lying on a bed and I know that I am going to die today. But I am not afraid of death. I am just waiting for Him to come. I know that He will come as He always did whenever I needed Him. Today is one hundred years to the day since I met Him and I know that this is the last day of my life.

My husband, Richard, died two years ago at the age of one hundred and twenty two. We were happily married for ninety eight years. He helped us many times and rescued us from many dangers, even if He had to pay the price Himself. Since I met Him, I have never been ill or unwell. Neither was Richard nor my children, Harry, now ninety six, and Susannah, ninety five years old. None of my four grandchildren were ever ill nor any of my eleven great-grandchildren. All my fifteen great-great-grandchildren are also healthy and well. And I have full confidence that nothing evil will ever happen to any of them.

I have enjoyed good health and strength since meeting Him. Even now, at one hundred and twenty two, I am not weak and my mind is as fresh and alert as it was a hundred years ago, or maybe even better. I never needed glasses and even now, I have very acute sight and hearing.

Thanks to Him my life was very happy and exciting and yet I always considered it normal and never thought to share my story with other people. There were times when I lived a life of mother and wife, but there was also a time when I found myself in great danger and lost all hope. There was a time when I was taken away from my family, and did not know if I would see them again. I saw people die of my hand and I saw people die because of my presence. I visited places where no man was before me, and I swam in waters where nobody dared to swim before and after me. I met people who were admired by the whole world, but I also met those who were hated by all. I lived among people who were considered to be primitive and uncivilised and who did not even know that our culture existed, and I was a guest at royal courts. I do not regret anything and do not need to apologise for anything that I have done.

I love Him like my own brother, even though, after one hundred years, I still do not know who He is and I do not understand his motives. I hope that when He comes today, He will at last reveal more about Himself, and my role in his life. He always said that I could not know too much about Him for my own safety, but I do not think that I should be concerned about that anymore.

When I woke up this morning, I did not feel ill or weak. I simply did not have the will to get up. No one is aware yet, because it is too early in the morning and nobody knows that I am still in bed. Somehow, I found this sudden lack of energy amusing and relaxing allowing me to reflect on my life and years that passed.

June 1977

I was twenty two, working in the CBD for an international trading company Svelte Trading Ltd. The company was doing a lot of deals and the business seemed good, and yet it was struggling with money for payroll and our future was uncertain. I did not know for how long the company would be able to stay afloat, but as I did not have much confidence in myself, I never dared to look for another job; I did not believe that I would get one anyway. I accepted that working for Svelte Trading was as much as I could achieve, even though it did not mean much money for me and that I disliked the place.

I was one of those girls believing that my fate was not in my hands and I could not do much about my life. And there were reasons for that. I lost both my parents in a car accident when I was nine. I could not recall if my life was happy before the accident. I did not remember my family home at all. Like someone had put a curtain on that period of my life. But I could well remember my life in the orphanage. My loss was a huge shock for me and for years I could not come out of a shell I built around myself. It was enough to give all children a reason to treat me like the orphanage fool. I was the object of jibes and insults. It was not difficult, I was quiet, avoiding other children and I was ugly. I heard that most people did not like their appearance, and maybe my disliking of myself would be quite normal, but I was constantly reminded by all children that I was ugly and stupid – in that sequence. My situation did not change when I went in to the puberty, my chest was flat, my nose was huge, my ears too big, sticking out from my head like two fans. My hair was thin and straggling. Whatever I did with it, a few minutes later it was sticking out in all directions. My face was dull, my lips were thin and small, almost invisible - I looked like a young hag.

I lost my virginity at the age of seventeen with a boy whom I barely knew and who later pretended that nothing happened between us. At that time all my girlfriends were already having sex with boys, or were pretending that they were rather experienced, and I seemed to be the last virgin in the class. Whether they were sexually experienced or not, they enjoyed emphasising that I was ugly and stupid, and nobody would ever want me. The boys were only happy to join the girls to bully me, and it was even more bitter, as their blustering was more aggressive and physical; they liked to sneak up on me to pull my hair, or push me so that I would clean a piece of the blackboard of chalk with my face, and I stood with white make up which I franticly tried to remove with my hands. Or come from behind and smear my face with a pen. When the time came that they started to be interested in girls, they stopped pushing me around but they treated me as ill-favoured. When one day Amish showed me his interest and took me for my first date, it felt like heaven and I was very proud that I was in his company. The truth was that he was ashamed of showing up with me in public places and very quickly he said that he wanted to go to bed with me. After hearing from other girls that nobody would ever want me, I did not hesitate for a second and gave myself to him fully and without reservations. After so many years, I belonged to someone and I would have someone who was close to me. I let him in and I was happy. I did not remember much of what we did because the sex was very quick, and not important to me. I did not feel much except the pain. But the fact of being with someone, even if I did not know him too well and I did not have any feelings for him, was much too important to me to care about me, I wanted to do anything to make him happy. My joy was not long lasting though. It turned out that Amish’s interest in me was only a joke, or a bet, and instead of gaining someone close to me, I lost whomever I had left, and I became a laughing stock and everybody was telling me that Amish vomited after having sex with me.

After I finished the school, I found a job with Svelte Trading and all my contacts with my school comrades ceased. I never missed any of them. At last, I could move out of the orphanage and start a normal life - my own life. My own and new life was quiet; I spent my time either at work or in my little flat at Brixton, one of the cheapest suburbs of London. People at work were much nicer than my school companions and treated me quite well. I was not the stupid one anymore and nobody talked about my looks. Well, even if they did, not to my face. Some girls in the office were friendly and I enjoyed speaking with them, especially Veronica and Sue. I started to treat them as my friends, even though the only time I saw them was in the office. A few times I asked them to go out together but they never had time. Books became my best friends. Sometimes I watched films on TV or in the Cinema, or took long walks in the City and parks. After a few unsuccessful trials to find new friends in pubs, clubs, and discotheques, I gave up and accepted my lonely life. I felt that there was nothing I could do to make my life better, I did not have much money and I did not belong to anybody. I had no plans for my life and none for my future.

I was therefore very surprised when one day Nancy Mortenson, a girl I went to school with, invited me to her birthday party. Being treated at work like a person, I understood that my former comrades grew up and wanted to repair the bridges. It was the first time I would be going to a party and I did not know what I should wear. I wanted to make a good impression to show that I became someone, but at the same time I wanted to be myself showing that this is who I am, and this is how I look. In the end I abandoned the idea of being myself and bought a fancy and expensive dress, a dress to impress, which I could not afford. At the party it turned out that nobody was interested in me or my dress. I did not know anybody and only a few minutes after I arrived, I started feeling that I did not belong there. Just when I began to wonder how I could sneak out without being noticed, three boys came over and started talking with me. They were very funny and I laughed a lot. They kept on bringing drinks and I drank having a good time for the first time since I did not remember when. I was sober enough to know that their interest in me could only originate from big quantities of consumed alcohol, but it felt good to have someone’s attention and I was happy. Talking and laughing, they took me back to the living room where people stood around leaving the middle of the room empty. One of the boys, I thought his name was Graham, took me to the centre of the empty space and yelled to silence everybody. The voices quieted like on a command. Holding my hand, he announced that he and his friends found me a most funny and amusing girl they ever met and voted me the queen of the party. He released my hand and leaving me alone in the middle said that my subjects should show me their respect. I was already drunk enough not to be sure what he was saying and I looked from him to the other two guys in confusion when suddenly every sort of food available at the party rained on me from all directions. In a split of a second I was covered with pieces of potato salad, fish in tomato sauce, pizza, meat and apple pies, some soup, cake, and many others. The noise of laughter hit my ears like thunder. For a moment I was blinded by some sauce which covered my face and eyes. I wiped my face, turned, and started running for the door. Someone threw tomato soup at me. The soup missed me forming a big red pool on the floor. The moment I ran in it my feet lost grip and waving franticly with my hands in the air I hit the floor. My fall caused even louder laughter while some more food hit my head and back. With no regard for the pain I had in my left hip, I tried to get up, causing even more laughter when I slipped three times before I could get back on my feet and run through the door to the stairway and down to the street. When the doors closed behind me, I could still hear laughs. I did not feel anger. In fact, I did not feel anything. The street was very quiet and there was not a soul in the neighbourhood. I stood a while outside, leaning against a railing, before I started walking. My bum and hip ached. Lights at the windows showed that there were people somewhere behind the walls, but I was totally alone and humiliated. My beautiful and expensive dress was totally wet and covered with sticky food. Limping I reached the tube station and caught a train to Brixton.

When I came home, I got into the shower without taking the dress off – I knew that I had to throw it away anyway. I could not understand why someone planned and executed such a stupid and absurd joke on me. Thinking about the incident later I could see that people were prepared for an attack on me, and that they waited for a signal from Graham to throw the food at me. But I could not understand the point of this stupid joke. If it was prompted by Nancy’s stories about me from our school time, I thought that I left that period behind me and we were much too mature to play such games. I was so stunned by the event that I did not even cry. I was completely numb and unaware of my surroundings. That evening I realised that my life was cursed. I was doomed to be lonely and unhappy and the sooner I could accept it, the better it was for me.

The next weekend I met one of the boys in the company of a girl I saw at the party. The boy started laughing the moment he saw me and yelled ‘Idiot, living walking idiot.’ The girl shouted at him that he was a cretin, which made him laugh even more. When he started making obscene gestures, she left him, took me by my elbow and said ‘let’s go.’

“Leave me alone,” I said, “I remember you. You were one of them.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m helping you. You are a little lonely creature lost in your own skin.”

“I’m not a creature and I’m not lost,” I protested taking my elbow from her hand.

“I’m a nurse. I meet a lot of lonely people and I know what loneliness is. You’re very lonely and down at heel.”

“No, I’m not,” I said but I knew very well what she meant.

“Come on, I’ll help you and when I’m done with you, hordes of boys with run after you.”

“I don’t want hordes of boys, I just want to be left alone,” I protested again but this time rather quietly.

She took me to Harrods. At the perfumery a merry and cheerful girl put professional make up on me for free. It was supposed to make me beautiful, but even Debby, it was the girl’s name, could not hide her disappointment.

‘Very well,” she said when we left Harrods. “You have a very unique type of beauty and you must find a boy who will be able to appreciate it.”

“I don’t want to find anybody,” I said. “I’m not a commodity which should be wrapped in beautiful paper to be sold.”

“Don’t be silly, life is a big selling market. We can’t live without selling. We sell everything, especially ourselves. You sell yourself when you are at work making doll faces to your bosses. Trying to impress people at work with your skills, is also selling. You sell yourself when you walk the street and want to have the looks of all men on you.”

“I don’t want anybody’s look, and this is so downgrading to try to show how pretty I am to buy some company.”

“That’s life,” Debby said looking around. “Do you want to come to me? I live nearby.”

I hesitated for a second not knowing what to answer. I had nothing to do and at home there was only an empty room. And she was a girl from that ill-fated party. I did not know what she would do to me this time.

“OK,” she said before I made up my mind. “Now I’m taking you home and you can answer later. Besides,” she continued our previous subject when we turned the corner, “don’t you know that boys try to sell themselves to us too? All their macho games and looks, the way they try to impress us with their strength and wit. Those are their selling techniques. And don’t you try to downgrade the old good selling because our world is built on it.”

Debby was a very interesting person and I spent the rest of the day with her. She was a nurse in a local hospital. From what she was saying I understood that she did not have any problems with meeting new people and she loved being the centre of attention of every party. She laughed a lot and that evening I laughed with her. Being with her I felt good, but I was scared that I was not a companion for her and that at any moment she would find out who I really was, and would dismiss me as someone who wasted her time. I was boring, shy, and closed in my own shell. While she was full of life and ready to make any mischief at any given moment. She said that she had a very responsible job, people’s lives were in her hands and when she was out of the hospital, she wanted to forget about it and she wanted to be alive. She saw so many sick and dying people every day that she wanted to feel the life going through her veins, and to know that before she would become one of those people, she had used her time on Earth as much as she could. She said that she was very fond of boys and she liked to change them often.

“If I stay with one for too long, he becomes boring and demanding,” she said sipping whisky with cola. “Suddenly he has expectations. Remember,” she said pointing at me with her finger while holding the glass with the other fingers, “expectations are the worst thing in the world. People think that you should read their minds and do what they want, without telling you. And then, they claim that you do not care. And people demand, always demand,” she continued making a broad gesture with her arm, “they want this and that from you, and before you even know, you’re in a cage and you have nowhere to go. And you feel guilty that you do not meet their expectations.”

“Deb,” I asked. “What about this party? Why did people throw stuff at me?”

“When people get drunk, they are nasty. I tell you, let’s forget what happened and let’s not talk about it anymore. If you don’t tell it to people, I won’t either and it will be our little secret.”

After that evening, we met again and then we started meeting often. It was the first time in my life that I had an afterhours friend and that I started meeting other people. She was still a friend with the guy who laughed at me on the street, but I did not make a fuss of it anymore. When my twenty second birthday came a year later, Debby suggested that I should celebrate it at her place.

“It’s obvious,” she said. “My flat is much bigger than yours, and I know many more people, so we will have a real party. I have a day off next day and I will clean up everything. You can stay over, and in the morning, you may walk to work not bothering to travel by tube and cleaning up, that is the best part.”

Her last statement was true, she lived within walking distance from my work, and I could sleep longer, and did not need to take the tube.

The party was great and lasted till dawn. I met a lot of lovely people and had a lot of fun drinking and talking with the people at the party. I was very careful not to drink too much remembering what happened last time I did so. Until, one of the girls sitting next to me, told me that Debby liked being with me because then she felt very beautiful. I was used to hearing from people that I was ugly, but it was the first time someone would smear my friend to get to me. On the other hand, I started thinking whether that meant that Debby spoke with her girlfriends about my appearance and my lack of beauty? It made me feel a bit uncomfortable. But then I thought that after all, Debby was my best friend, my only real friend, and if not for her, I would spend my birthday alone in my flat at Brixton. Holding a glass with a soft drink in my left hand I leaned to the girl and told her that she was stupid and she should go and stuff herself.

“Oh yeah? I’m stupid?” she said. “You adore her and kiss her arse but you remember that queen of food party?”

“How do you know about it?” I asked surprised. “You were not there?”

“Oh, everybody knows about it. It was one of Debby’s best stunts.”

“What d’you mean her stunt? She was not in it.”

“Oh, she was in it, she was very much in it. It was her idea. People didn’t want to do it but she’s always a leader and sooner or later everybody follows her. When she heard from Nancy that you were the classroom fool, she went crazy. She sent Dogbert, Josh and Graham to occupy you while she prepared everything. She wanted you to look like a walking vomit. It was her master piece, as she called it, stupid gladiator was the name of the game.”

“You’re talking shit,” I said not looking at her anymore and feeling that her words started slowly sinking in to my mind and suddenly I realised the horror of what she said. For a moment I sat quiet not knowing what to say. I could not believe what I just heard. I did not know the girl well enough to know whether she was making it up or if she was telling the truth. But the fact that she knew so much about what happened that night meant that Debby was telling all her friends about it, and what we agreed that should be kept as secret and forgotten, was widely told, and ridiculed at parties. I remembered Debby regretting participating in it. Now I understood that she pretended to regret not only participating but also organising it. She was my only friend and I was ready to forgive her, but it looked like she was telling everyone about me and what happened to me. The worst of all was that she might have also been telling other people everything that I told her about myself in trust.

It must have been three o’clock in the morning when I realised that I was drunk again. I sat alone in a corner looking at all the people and seeing Debby having good time with her friends. I could not stop wondering if she talked about me now again. I sat there totally alone and I could not believe that she could do things like that. Someone came to me and asked laughingly:

“Hey, are you still alive?”

“I don’t know,” I said with a drunken voice. “Maybe we’re all dead and we don’t know it, and we’re in hell. Maybe this is like hell looks like.”

“Good point, yeah, good point. In that case I like being in hell,” the person said going away.

It was the first time in my life that I thought that I would always be alone and alcohol would be my best friend. There was no point in trying anything in life when everything and everybody was against me. I sat and cried thinking that I could not remember any happy moments in my life, and that I was always pushed away by people. I could not understand whether it was because I was so ugly or because I was an orphan, or because I used to close myself from the surrounding world and people treated me like an idiot, but as far as I could remember, I was always lonely, and my life was to watch other people’s happiness. Maybe I was an idiot and I did not know it. Only Debby showed me some friendship and now I heard that she used me and made fun of me. I thought that if I was not so drunk, I would go to her and tell her what I really thought about her, but I had already entered the gates of self-pity and I kept on dramatizing the girl’s words in my mind. I also felt humiliated as it showed that my appearance was so important for everybody, and that people talked about me behind my back.

In the morning, after a very short sleep, I snuck out of Debby’s apartment with a blasting headache, and the events of the night were pushed away in the far, and rarely visited areas of my brain. My biggest problem was to cope with my headache and fatigue. I thought that the only upside in all this was that it was close to the CBD and I could walk to my office. On my way I could breathe the fresh air and try to come to my senses. Dragging my feet behind me and wondering if I would vomit now or a few minutes later, I came to Star Lane.

Star Lane was not more than 100 yards long and only 5 or 6 yards wide. It was a narrow path between the rear sides of buildings facing major streets on the other side. Their walls were ugly; naked and discoloured bricks covered with dirt and dust, and most of the windows were covered with plywood. There was a specific odour of humid, putridity and urine. The Lane was used as rubbish place for many companies occupying the buildings and “home” for homeless people. The walk through the Lane was not pleasant, but going through saved me more than 10 minutes.

Whenever I found myself at the Lane the homeless never bothered me, but walking through their territory made me feel uneasy. Somehow, I did not feel sorry for them, like so many other people who liked to express their sympathy whenever a homeless person was mentioned. I could have been homeless myself if I had not fought by getting up early and working in a place I hated. I did not see this as survival of the fittest. There were opportunities for everybody, big or small. I was pushed away by people so many times that in a way I was homeless myself. Being sorry meant that I would start crying over myself, and I could not let that happen.

Walking through the Lane I always looked down at the ground and walked as quickly as my feet would take me. I tried not to breathe too deeply to avoid inhaling the smell, and not look at anybody pretending that they were not there. Hoping that if I did not see them, they would not see me. Debby used to say, ‘if you don’t bother them, they don’t bother you.’ However, sometimes there were some incidents there, and two years ago a girl (Debby said she knew her, but she could not give any trustworthy details about her) was murdered in broad daylight in such a cruel way it made my skin crawl just thinking about it. The thoughts about the murder always went through my mind whenever I stayed overnight at Debby’s place and had to pass through the Lane the next morning. Occupied with my fears and thoughts I suddenly heard my name and my heart skipped a beat:

“Kate!”

I looked quickly to the right to see who could possibly know me here. On a heap of old, squashed boxes and cartons sat a ragamuffin. His clothes were old, dirty, and ripped to pieces in a few places. His hands and face dirty and unpleasant. In his right hand he held a bottle of wine. He looked straight in my eyes and smiled.

“Kate” he repeated looking at me. “Do you want a drink?” he asked offering me the bottle.

Except for the unpleasant appearance, he looked completely harmless and my fear was suddenly replaced by anger that he stopped me on my way to work.

“Do I know you?” I asked looking at him like a mother at a rude boy.

“No, but I know you. You are Kate Robinson working for Svelte Trade. Happy birthday Kate,” he said raising the bottle up.

For a few seconds I stood like I was hit by lightning; the least I expected was to meet someone familiar in this place. I looked closer at him thinking that maybe I would recognise him as an old work colleague or someone I knew in the past. But his dirty face did not look familiar at all. I mumbled ‘thanks,’ shook my head and turned to go.

“I wouldn’t be in such a hurry to work if I were you,” he said as I made my first step.

I stopped and turned back to him with fury.

“You,” I said pointing at him with my finger, “you are not me and I suppose you don’t even know what the word work…”

“Ian and Veronica are having a big fight, right now,” he said with an indifferent tone.

Ian was my boss and Veronica was my closest friend in the office. I made a step towards him and leaned to have a better look at him.

”If you go now,” he continued ignoring my angry look, “you will walk right into the middle of the fight and Veronica is in a foul mood today. Ian is losing ground. When you come in Veronica will put blame on you and Ian, wanting to get free of her attacks, will start yelling at you.”

“How do you know the people I work with?” I asked not taking my angry eyes off him.

“Wait fifteen or twenty minutes and you will go in to a quiet office. You will avoid a lot of problems.”

I straightened up and asked, more to show that I was still in charge than of curiosity:

“Who are you?”

“Ian will be really mad at both of you and not wanting to get in Veronica’s way, he’ll shift all his anger on you, and it will be just the beginning of a really bad day. He won’t notice that you don’t have a bag with you.”

“What bag? What are you talking about?” I asked shaking my head.

“A bag, which Veronica will want you to deliver to the Black Hills Building,” he said indifferently.

“You’re talking nonsense just to delay me.”

“Yes,” he said looking straight into my eyes, “I want to delay you, but I’m not talking nonsense. It won’t matter to anybody if you are a few minutes late or not, but it is a very big deal for you.”

I didn’t know what to say or how to react. I looked from one side of the Lane to the other. Of course, it did not matter if I was a few minutes late or not, especially since I was in no condition to work at the moment anyway. At the same time, he seemed to know so much about me and my work. Still trying to get through my headache I attempted to guess what this guy really wanted from me. He could have been my age but the dirt on his face made him look much older.

“Is this some kind of joke?” I asked.

“No, and I don’t want anything from you. I’m just asking you to be a few minutes late for work.”

“But why?”

“Today is a very important day in your life and today you will make a decision, which will change your life for ever. I can offer you advice but the decision is yours.”

I felt like I was in some kind of twilight zone movie. His words and my dizziness made me feel as though I was at an intersection and I had to decide which way to go. I looked around. Nobody was paying us any attention, it almost felt like we were totally alone or invisible to everybody else. The Lane was straight, there was no other way to go but forth or back, yet I felt like I stood at an intersection.

“What are you talking about?” I asked softly, “What decision? I’m on my way to work and I’m sure it will be a quiet day. Besides, I don’t feel too well.”

“Here,” he said offering me his bottle, “have a sip.”

“No thanks,” I said feeling sick only at the look of his dirty bottle. I preferred not to think about its content. “So what’s your advice?” I asked wondering if it was my headache making me feel so weird and uneasy or if it was this guy’s influence.

“At about ten o’clock Veronica will come to your cubicle and ask you a favour,” he said putting the bottle down. “She will tell you that her girlfriend left a bag with her clothes at her apartment. Her girlfriend needs them desperately but she can’t go during lunch. So, she will ask you if you could go to the Black Hill Building, which is only a couple of blocks away, and give her the bag. She will tell you that this is really very important and that she will be very grateful if you could do it. My advice is that you tell her that you would love to help, but you already have a date and can’t be late. She will try to talk you into it saying that it would only take a few minutes, but tell her that you are in a hurry and you are going in the opposite direction, and you really can’t.”

I looked at him not fully understanding what he was saying. It sounded to me like a movie on TV where a smartass CIA agent told another agent what would happen in a few hours and how to react.

“Why shouldn’t I help her?” I asked surprised.

“You can help her if you want to, but it’s just my advice that you don’t.”

“And why do you advise me so?” I felt a bit taken in this game with a person whom I had such a big advantage over in social status, I felt like I was talking to a child. It felt good.

“If I were you, I wouldn’t touch this bag at all. Then I would go to talk to Sue. I would tell her that you expect a very important phone call and as you have to leave at twelve, she should stay to take care of it. You must make her promise not to leave the office and to wait for you, even if someone else asks her to do so. This is what I would do. As for you, this is your decision. If you want, come back here during your lunch. I will wait for you.”

I felt like he just dismissed me from an audience with him. For a few seconds I did not know what to do. I did not understand much of what he was saying. He knew everybody in my office and he was telling me what would take place today, but it did not make any sense to me, he could not know things that did not happen yet. Without saying a word I moved to walk away when I suddenly turned back to him and asked:

“And why should I not take this bag? It’s only full of clothes?”

“The bag is full of drugs, not clothes, and Veronica knows about it very well. She gets well paid for doing this. But the bag’s already been targeted by cops and they will take you in. Of course, you will tell your story that you received it from Veronica, and she asked you to deliver it and so on. They will check it but she will deny everything. She will tell them that the bag was yours, and that you came to her and wanted her to deliver it. But after the way you treated her this morning, which everybody in the office saw, she refused. Ian will confirm that there was a quarrel and he will still be mad at you so he won’t give too good a testimony about you. Everything will be against you, and you will get a sentence of ten years for drug trafficking. Are you sure you don’t want a drink?” he asked picking up the bottle.

“No, no, thanks” I was confused with all he said: bags full of drugs, Veronica trying to frame me, cops, jail. All that just seemed to be a story told by a lonely young man trying to get some attention from passersby, but he knew everything about the people in my office. I did not know what to do.

“If none of what I said happens, all you are risking is being a few minutes late. That’s all,” he said smiling at me.

“How do you know all this? How do you know about Ian, Veronica and Sue?”

“Come to me again during lunch. I have nowhere else to go anyway, so I will wait for you here.”

I stood there with a headache, uneasiness, anxiety, and confusion. Was anything the guy said true?

“It’s safe to go now,” he said smiling at me again.

The moment I stepped into the office Sue was at my side.

“You missed a huge fight.” she said catching her breath. “Ian asked Veronica why his last report was not ready yet, and she just blew up at him. You should have heard them yelling at each other. Christ, we thought they would start killing each other!”

Before I had a chance to say anything, the door to Ian’s office opened and he stood in the doorway.

“Kate, you’re late,” he said with an unusual sadness in his voice. “I’m sorry. I was stopped in the street by some crazy beggar telling me stories to delay me and I let him do it. I just…”

He waved his hand to interrupt me.

“I will need you in the afternoon. I have a meeting with Peter Mangrove from ITK and I can’t attend it. I want you to go and meet him. Come to my office in a few minutes and I will tell you what you need to know.”

He closed the door.

“Wow,” Sue said putting a hand to her mouth. “He is as sweet as a damn fifty five. Take a good spoon of sugar.”

This was what I needed. I had hoped for a peaceful day to survive my hangover and Ian was sending me to one of his meetings, where I never knew what people were talking about.

I walked to my desk and sat down staring blindly at it. It was a simple desk with two pens, a pencil, a ruler and three folders full of copies of telexes and commercial calculations; I always liked to have order on my desk.

But that guy was right, there was a quarrel between Ian and Veronica, and I would have stepped straight in to the middle of it. Ian’s request to attend a meeting in his place surprised me as I had never been given such an important task in the office before. But it was clear to me that if not for their fight, Veronica would be attending it. I slowly stood up and looked around above the partition. People in the office were busy with their work and did not pay any attention to me. At Sam’s place a few people gathered, most probably talking about the fight they witnessed. I wanted to go and tell them that some guy told me to be late to avoid the fight, but I was unsure whether I should. What about all the other things he told me? About Veronica trying to set me up with drugs? The moment I sat back down my phone rang and I jumped into the air. It was Ian asking me to come to his office.

I could clearly see that Ian was shaken after the confrontation with Veronica, and it made our meeting chaotic. He tried to give me the information I needed, but he could not find his notes, and remembered things wrongly. With my dizziness and absent-mindedness, I could not get anything from the meeting. When I returned to my desk it was nearly morning tea time. I took my pen and put some letters in front of me to go through when I saw Veronica’s head over the partition. My heart started beating like bells on Sunday morning, and I was afraid to look at her eyes. Instead, I pretended to be busy with the letter.

“How’s the bastard?” She seemed to be more composed than he was.

“He is OK. How are you?” I said without taking my eyes from the letter.

“I would strangle that old pig if I could. Bastard thinks that he can behave like the king of the jungle.”

I didn’t answer pretending I was reading whatever was in my hand, when she said.

“Listen, I have to ask you a big favour.”

I felt like a one tonne rock just dropped down on me. I sat perfectly still, waiting to hear what she would say.

“A friend of mine stayed at my place last night and forgot her bag. She has all her stuff in the bag and she needs it. I can’t go because this pig gave me this stupid report. But, please, please, please, could you go? It’s just a couple of blocks away. She’s at the Black Hill Building, you know the place?”

I sat frozen and could not say a word. I was completely paralysed. What the beggar had said was actually happening. She said exactly what he had said she would. It all seemed so unreal, like watching a movie, or rather like being inside of one. The feeling was enhanced by my terrible dizziness and lack of touch with reality.

I desperately tried to remember what the guy told me to say but I could not. It all was entangled in the absence of my mind, and fear of being part of someone’s game with humans’ lives, my life. I could not even look at Veronica’s face, being afraid that she could guess what I knew, and cast some terrible punishment on me. She was supposed to be my friend, and she stood there trying to set me up for a criminal offence, which would have fatal consequences for me. I lacked the courage to confront her and say that I knew what she was up to. I tried to calm down and say something sensitive.

“Veronica,” I started but my mouth was dry, and my tongue felt like a piece of wood. “Veronica,” I tried louder, “I’d love to help you,” the words were going through my lips like barbed wire, “but I have a lunch date.”

“A date? Honey, you can go for your date. Just drop the bag off on your way to your date and that’s it. Please do it for me cause I’m desperate.”

I sat shocked. He even told me that she would try to talk me into it.

“Ver, you know I would do it for you at any other time but I can’t today. I’m going in the other direction and I really have to hurry to be back on time. You know I have to go to this meeting with Mr. Mangrove.”

She stood for a moment looking over the office and tapping the top of the partition with an open palm. Without a word she turned and went away. I breathed heavily and felt even more light-headed. This was for real and yet it was like watching a movie someone had already told me the ending to. Every word was exactly as he said. I did not know what to do. Then I suddenly remembered Sue. I jumped from my chair and ran to her. She smiled when she saw me.

“Sue,” I did not know what to say, why she should not take the bag. I quickly started improvising. “Uhm, you’ve heard I have to go to this meeting with Mr. Mangrove today. I need your help. There is a very important phone call, uhm, I am waiting for, but I must go out during lunch for a date and I can’t change it.” I talked chaotically and without any sense. “It’s, uhm, very important for me as is the phone call. I need you to be here to answer it and talk to the guy.” I was rambling. “If I don’t get the phone call before I leave, you have to stay and watch the phone for me, this is very important.”

“But I wanted to go and pay my bills today,” she said and her smile disappeared.

“Yeah, you will have plenty of time to pay your bills, but first stay and wait for me. If anybody wants you to do anything else just say that you have to be here till I’m back. It is very important.”

“Are you alright?”

“Yes, why?”

“You seem a bit shaky and you’re talking so weird. Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Just, please don’t go anywhere during lunch and I will be alright.”

“OK, you’ve got it, but it will cost you. What is this phone call about?”

“I’ll give you the details in a minute.”

I went back and sat down at my desk. Sue was right, I was very shaky. I needed to come up with a story about this phone call, but first I needed a glass of water. I stood up to go and fetch the water and then I saw Veronica approaching Sue’s cubicle.

The guy sat exactly where I saw him last time. He smiled at me and offered his bottle of wine. I brought a sandwich with me and gave it to him. He took it quickly and started eating it like a wild animal.

“I wanted to say thank you,” I said. “It was exactly as you said.” “I know,” he mumbled with his mouth full of food.

I had another sandwich, my lunch, but I was not sure if I should eat it or leave it for him.

“Don’t you eat?” he asked pointing at my sandwich.

“No, I thought you would like to have it too.”

“Nonsense. You brought it for yourself, have it.”

In the office I thought it was a good idea that we both would be here eating and chatting, but now with the smell and dirt around I lost my appetite.

“Come on, don’t be shy.”

I felt idiotic. If he knew everything about me, he must have known what I was thinking and why I did not want to eat my

sandwich. I took the paper off and took the first bite. He offered me his wine again. I hesitated a while and then I took it. What the heck, I thought, I needed it anyway.

It was not a wine. It was a sweet, delicate tasting drink like nothing I had ever tasted before. I felt warmth going through my body and I felt good.

“It’s nice. What is this stuff?” I asked.

“Just stuff. It’s good for you. Drink more.”

I took a few more sips.

“So, what happened in the office?” he asked swallowing a bit of bread.

“It was exactly as you said. Exactly. With your abilities you should be a millionaire!”

“Who told you I wasn’t?”

I looked at him for a second and laughed.

“Naah, you wouldn’t be here,” I tried to sound funny.

“Maybe I like it here. How do you know? Maybe this is what millionaires do? We have the whole club here. Can you see that guy over there?” he pointed at an old man sitting under the wall with his chin on his chest; he looked asleep. “He owns fifty per cent of a Bank of England and he’s a direct descendent of the King of Romania.”

“OK, OK, I believe you. What’s your name?”

“Sebastian.”

“Sebastian,” I said thinking that even his name did not suit the surroundings. “I don’t know what happened in your life but is there anything I could do for you?”

“Yeah, there is. You can give me a kiss.”

I looked at him dumbfounded. He should have known that it was not what I had in mind.

“Kiss me. I haven’t been kissed for a long time. If you kiss me, it will mean a great deal to me.”

I looked at his face covered in old dirt; as though he had not washed himself for months. He must have been out on the streets for a long time. He smelt. He must have been rummaging through a rubbish bin as scraps of food and grime were stuck to his jacket and hair. I leaned forward and quickly touched his lips with mine. I felt like I would throw up on him in a second, making his appearance even more colourful.

“No, not like that. That is not a kiss. Give me a real kiss.” I should have told him to get lost but instead I leaned forward and our lips met. I closed my eyes so as not to see his dirty face and tried to think about something else. But he was a good kisser. His lips were soft and gentle. He opened his mouth slightly and I felt his tongue on my lips. I opened mine and our tongues met. He tasted good and his kiss made me tremble. After a few seconds he released me. I opened my eyes to see his dirty smiley face.

“That was a kiss,” he said nodding his head. “That was a real kiss. Yeah, a real one.”

I stood not knowing what to say. I just kissed a dirty, filthy beggar and I enjoyed it more than any other kiss in my life.

“Kate,” he became suddenly serious. “There is nothing else we can do for now. You have to go back to your office and go through the bad news about Veronica. Please try not to panic. I know it’s not easy, but please try to stay calm and have your mind open. You will need it. Veronica will say to the cops that she’s got the bag from you and that she was doing you a favour without knowing the real content. She will say that you are a very perfidious person, and you will deny everything saying that she was trying to make you carry the bag. You can use Sue to confirm that Veronica tried to frame her too. Cathy saw her standing next to your partition talking to you. That’s evidence that she came to you not you to her. Mention also that Ian saw you come in and you did not have a bag. Then Ian will remember Veronica bringing a bag with her when they met and started quarrelling. Sue’s apartment will be robbed tonight so she won’t be in the office tomorrow, but they will find her. The police will ask you a lot of questions, and you will need to defend yourself. Stay calm. After all, it was she who was arrested with the bag, not you. Now you have to go. Meet me tomorrow during lunch.”

“But if the police investigate this case, they can come up with a theory that she acted in good faith and I was the villain.”

“We will discuss this later. Now you really have to go. Meet me tomorrow.”

“Where?”

“Here.”

Walking back to the office I still felt his kiss on my lips. He did not talk like a beggar at all, I thought. He was a pleasant person, except maybe for his looks. His speech was the language of an educated person, quite articulate in fact. My contact with him was rather pleasant, speaking with him was like speaking with an old friend. His way of thinking and looking at problems was of a person with a good knowledge of life. Who was he? I caught myself starting to defend him and his position. He must be a seer, some kind of medium or clairvoyant. He must be a person of brilliance. But his appearance? How dirty and filthy - stinking like a skunk. He had not had a bath for months or maybe longer. He was young, perhaps my age or even a bit younger. Nobody at this age falls so low. This could only happen to people who had lost everything, including their hope, but not to such a young person. I would not live like that. When you are young you feel you must fight; you still have your whole life in front of you. Well spoken, so it meant that he was educated. With his abilities to see the future, he could be the youngest CEO of any company of his choice. He even knew my name and the names of all the people in my office. I was confused. I raised my hand and touched my fingers to my lips; I still felt his kiss.

When I was leaving for a meeting with Peter Mangrove, Veronica did not come back from her lunch yet. Ian asked me if I knew anything about her. I could not tell him the truth. Sebastian said that police would come that day and interrogate me but nobody asked about me. The meeting ended late and I hesitated if I should go back to the office or home, but I wanted to know what happened in the meantime. Maybe there was news about Veronica, or maybe the police were looking for me. But nobody knew anything about Veronica. She was gone like a stone in the water. Ian asked me about the meeting and I had to stay late to report to him, and listen to him talking about what we should do next. It was after six when I left the office. I was surprised at how well I handled the meeting with Mr. Mangrove. And then with Ian. I did not have any problems understanding, negotiating, and reporting all that happened during the meeting. I had never been so composed before. During the few meetings I attended assisting Ian, I was lost and I did not know what they were talking about, especially if I landed there totally unprepared, like today. This time everything went so smoothly that, before I left the office, I did not even notice how easy the whole afternoon was for me.

I went as fast as I could to see Sebastian. His place, if I could call it so, was empty. He was not there. I looked around but could not see him. I walked to the ‘King of Romania’ and asked about Sebastian.

“Who?”

“Sebastian.”

“He is my best son. He will soon be back and take care of me.” How naïve and stupid I was, I thought. He could not be here all the time. He must get some food, beg some money, or whatever beggars do. He had a life too, however weird it sounded.

Debby called me at home but I could not talk to her. I was not sure anymore whether what I heard from the girl at the party was just drunken talk or if Debby really did such things behind my back. On the other hand, she was my only friend and I wanted to shout out everything that had happened to me today, but I was afraid and I could not.

“Debby, something big happened to me today but I can’t talk to you right now. I will call you later.”

“What happened? Your birthday wish came true?”

“No, No. Nothing like that. It’s very weird and frightening, but at the same time very exciting. I’m just in the middle of it and I can’t talk. I’m afraid to talk. I will give you a buzz later.”

“But what is it? Just give me a hint. Why are you afraid?”

“I can’t. Believe me that I want to talk to you about it but I can’t. You’re the only person in the world I want to talk about it but not now. I’m a bit scared.”

If what I heard from the girl was true, within a few minutes all the people she knew would know what happened to me.

“Do you need some help?”

“No, it’s nothing like that. You can’t help me. Nobody can help me. I mean, I think that there’s only one man who can help me, but I can’t find him. I’m afraid that something could go wrong so I don’t want to talk about it until it is finished.”

“You sound like you’re afraid of your own shadow.”

“In a way I am. I don’t know any more what is right and what is wrong. I don’t know whom I can trust anymore.”

“You can trust me.”

“Deb, it all happened so suddenly, I don’t know how to handle it.”

“Tell me. I can give you an advice. You know I always help you when you ask me.”

“I know Deb. I know.”

“Are there some party people giving you hard time again? You know that you can count on me.”

“No, it’s nothing to do with parties. It’s…” I did not know what to say. “I was told that police would talk to me today and I’m trying to think what to say when they interview me.”

I felt that I had said too much. I was not supposed to know about Veronica’s arrest yet.

“Police! Gee, Kate, I hope you’re not in trouble with the law?”

“No, it’s the opposite.”

“The law is in trouble with you?” she asked laughing.

“Deb, please, my mind is like a beehive and I can’t gather my thoughts. I’ll call you as soon as I can. I can’t wait to tell you.”

“OK. I don’t understand why you can’t tell me now but that’s OK. I don’t understand what kind of problem you have with the police, but that’s OK too. Call me, even in the middle of the night. I need to know what it is. Especially now, when you’ve said so little. Did you meet someone?”

“No. I mean yes, but it’s not what you think. Oh, gosh, I wish I could tell you more but I can’t, I’m so scared. Please don’t ask me cause I can’t. I’ll call you tomorrow.” I hung up before she could pour more questions on me.

I was relieved that I did not have to deal with her for now. Then I thought that I did not thank her for my birthday party. Maybe it was better that way. I knew that she was dying to hear what was going on and I supposed she was already on the phone to tell her friends that something was happening to me. Whatever. But from the other side she was the only person I could talk about it with, and I could hardly wait to tell her about this mysterious Sebastian, and his foretelling and warnings. If she used to talk about me so much, it would be quite a sensation when people got to know what happened to that ugly and stupid girl. That she can also have some luck and a protector in her life. That there was a man who wanted to be my friend and who wanted to kiss me. Thinking about it I touched my lips with an impression that I still could feel his kiss. I stopped thinking about him as a dirty beggar, and he was suddenly someone who was dear to me and who could save me from my misery. I did not think how a young man who could not help himself could help me, but I could imagine that I started to idolise him and I saw him like an angel taking care of me and leading me through my horrible life. But for now, I felt that I held a big secret on which everything depended and that it was only for me. I knew, I absolutely had to keep it to myself. I had the feeling that if I shared it with anyone, my whole life would collapse. I felt that, if I told my secret to anybody, Veronica and her drug-dealing thugs would think that I set her up, because I knew what would happen to her, and they would be after me in an instant. I was really scared of what was happening. I felt that I had to keep it a secret, a secret that was the key to my whole life.

I sat in front of my dinner plate and looked at the food without seeing it. Up until now everything that Sebastian had said came true. It meant that Veronica had been arrested at noon and was in jail. When I sat and thought about whether to eat my dinner or not, she sat in a prison cell looking at a blank wall. She was my friend in the office and yet, knowing what she was dealing with, she wanted to use me. If not for Sebastian, instead of staring at my dinner I would be staring at bars in a window. He saved me. He saved me from something I could not really comprehend and hopefully, would never have to. And then I remembered his kiss again and I blushed. I really kissed him. As he said, it was a real kiss and it was the best kiss I had ever had in my life. I had never felt such sensations before. It went through me like an ice knife and touched all my senses. Amazingly, I longed for it again. I smiled to myself at the thought that I was falling in love with a beggar, but I knew already that it did not matter anymore who he was. Maybe he would turn out to be prince charming, and we would live happily ever after, I thought. Well, I kissed him and he did not transform into a handsome, rich, young man asking me to marry him. He gave me a beautifully tasting drink and a kiss. The drink was not only the best I had ever had in my life but also so refreshing and relaxing. Now I remembered that after drinking it my headache was gone and I did not have any problems coping with the rest of the day. I was relaxed and calm, able to clearly think with the clearest mind I could remember ever having. Now I understood why I could handle my meeting with Peter Mangrove so well. Suddenly I did not have any problems understanding him and the issues he raised. I thought that it was the best meeting of my life. And then my report to Ian, it came so simply for me. I did not know what Sebastian really gave me but, if it was a drug, it made me feel good and I hoped that it was not addictive. I smiled to myself thinking that Sebastian saved me from drug trafficking indictment by serving me drugs himself. But the fact was that if not for him, I would have taken the bag and been arrested at noon. Sue! Her apartment robbed. Suddenly it came to me what he said this afternoon. So, it meant that her apartment was being robbed while I was sitting in front of my untouched dinner.

The doorbell rang and I jumped up on the chair hitting the bottom of the table with my knees. I glanced over at the clock on the TV set, it read ten to eight. Who could it be at this hour? I went to the door and looked through the peep-hole; there were two men in suits standing outside. I slowly opened the door.

“Good evening,” one of them said. “Ms Kate Robinson?”

“Yeees?” I said with a quiver in my voice.

“I am Lieutenant Jackson and this is Sergeant Breaker.” Both produced some kind of badges. “We know that it’s late but could we talk to you for a few minutes?”

“Yes, please, come in,” I opened the door wider and let them in. Surprisingly I was not nervous. I felt that I was in total control of myself and the situation; could it be Sebastian’s drug again? I was also not surprised with their visit as I was expecting them all afternoon. Maybe I was not prepared that they would come to my home, but it was just a technicality.

“What can I do for you?” I asked when they sat on the couch. They both were very serious, playing their parts very professionally.

“Well, are we disturbing you during dinner?” Lieutenant Jackson asked. Sergeant Breaker stayed silent.

“No, I was not eating. I had a late meeting at work and I came home not long ago. I made dinner out of habit but it’s so late. I guess I lost my appetite.”

“Very well. Sorry for coming so late but we thought it would be more convenient to talk to you at your home than in the office. Well, Ms Robinson, do you know a person by the name of Veronica Blackmore?” he said looking at his notes not to make a mistake with the name.

“Yes I do. We work together.”

“And how well do you know her?”

“Why are you asking me this?” I thought it would be better to pretend that I did not know anything.

“Well, you see, Veronica Blackmore was arrested this afternoon for possession of a bag full of cocaine. Well, a rather large bag at that. During our initial questioning she stated her innocence, and declared that she received the bag from you. She said that she was doing you a favour believing that she was delivering forgotten clothes to your friend. When did you see Ms Blackmore last?”

“When she came to me… No. When she spoke with Sue. She came to me earlier and asked me if I could take a bag during lunch and deliver it to her girlfriend at the Black Hills Building. I said that I had a date and I couldn’t. She was rather disappointed. A few minutes later I saw her talking to Sue. I can only presume that she had the same request.”

“Well, if she had the same request, why do you think this Sue did not deliver it for her?”

“I was waiting for a very important phone call and, as I had to go out during lunch, I had asked Sue earlier to stay in the office until I came back.”

“Well, may I ask with whom you had your date?”

“Frankly speaking it wasn’t really a date,” I said not being sure how to tell them about my meeting with Sebastian. “I am trying to help a homeless person and I went to Star Lane to give a sandwich to one sitting there. I didn’t want to talk to anybody about this.”

“Yeees. You mentioned Sue. Do you know her full name and how we can contact her?”

“I don’t know her address but her last name is Clarke. Normally she is very early at the office…” I almost said that tomorrow she would not be because she would be busy with her apartment.

“Well, if Ms Blackmore really asked Ms Clarke for help, it may be very useful for you. Ms Blackmore told us that you would deny her version and say that it was her bag. But, well, she didn’t mention Ms Clarke, of course.”

“Of course,” I said lightly smiling. “I understand that I don’t need to prove my innocence, but since I am involved in this by somebody’s allegations, I would like to come out clear of this as soon as possible.” I was surprised by the way I spoke. Was it still the drink?

“Yes, of course, we understand that.”

“My manager, Ian Woodland saw me when I came in to the office this morning and he could confirm that I came empty handed.”

“Ms Blackmore mentioned Mr Woodland in her testimony and we will talk to him as well.”

“I think that Cathy Henstridge also saw Veronica talking to me and she could confirm that Veronica paid me a visit. Not that I went to her, as in her story.”

I clearly saw that Lieutenant Jackson was not pleased with my line of defence. It seemed that even though Veronica was the one caught with the bag, they were still convinced that I had something to do with it, and were trying to catch me on some inconsistency. He asked me some more questions like, if I noticed anything suspicious in Veronica’s behaviour, if I saw her with this bag or a similar one earlier or how were her relations with other people in the office. Finally, they left. I had a feeling that this was just the first of many battles and I would see Lieutenant Jackson again soon.

I sat back at my dinner and looked at the cold potatoes. So, as Sebastian said, she was in jail and she was trying to frame me. I could not even feel angry with her; I was just disappointed. We had never had a drama in the past and I always wanted her to be my friend. She was maybe the most merry and relaxed person in the office. She seemed to be above our financial problems and did not care much about what happened with the company. Suddenly it occurred to me why she did not need to care. She had her own income, from drugs. She used the company only as a base and cover for her second job. But if she was trafficking, she should have a lot of money and who needs a cover? Unless, she was at the beginning of her ‘career.’ Maybe it was her first delivery and she was nervous. This is why she exploded when Ian asked her about something she did not finish. No, it could not be her first time. The police targeted the bag so it must have happened many times before. I remembered that there were days, when cheerful and merry Veronica was angry and difficult to talk to. Everything always changed after lunch, and she was herself again. So, it looked like these were the days when she made her deliveries, but if she used to work as a drug courier, why did she need to work at all? Maybe she was not paid so well after all?

The next morning in the office was very difficult. Nobody worked and everybody talked about Veronica. And because she involved me, everybody looked at me with suspicion and only after some people openly came to me to hear my side of the story – I did not say anything about Sebastian – people started to talk to me. The weirdest thing was that they treated me like I really worked with her and I barely escaped justice. I did not know where they got their information from but suddenly even Sue was involved in it and as she was not in the office, it was understood that she was also arrested. I could hardly wait till lunch to talk to Sebastian. I felt like I needed his advice and his normal way of thinking. I needed to talk to someone who really knew what happened and who could understand me. Besides, last night, when I was in bed, I understood that I was a bad person. For years I was miserable because I had no friends and people treated me like a leper. I could never understand that. Now, when I first met Sebastian, I treated him exactly the way people treated me. I became one of them and I suddenly felt superior to him. Just because he was different
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