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Preface




Louis Morin is
a type-2 dreamer. No wonder he’s been drawn to Australia, the Dream
Land of the Aboriginal people’s culture. In the wake of the new
carbon trading laws, he dreams of turning the parched Red Centre
back to green and the Great Salt Lakes back to blue. As always in
Australia, big business is not far behind a big, profitable
dream.

The time is
October 2000, at the beginning of the Southern hemisphere summer,
and at the end of the Sydney Olympics, which troublemaking-tragic
Helen came to watch. While a three-day affair with Louis is in the
swing of things to expect, falling in love with him isn’t.

Along comes
Horace, another type-2 dreamer who also wants to change the world,
with powerful allies to back up his "LFV" dream and a more radical
approach to making it come true, including body count. It also
includes his, unfortunately.

A challenge to
her sanity, already heavily tested, Helen fears for her son’s life.
Compelled to blend two dreams in one, Louis finds himself on the
shaky grounds of corporate and political worlds, places he, as a
researcher, had never been prepared for. But there is always the
next dream, and it may well be just waiting for him... at home!

About every seven
years, the Great Australian Lakes flood, and flamingos return.

* * *
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Chapter One

Eddie sat in
front of the gate and waited. Louis shouldn’t be too long, by now.
Eddie knew it. As he always knew. Dogs are like that. They know the
very minute their master is coming home. This time though Louis was
late, inexplicably late.

The black
Kelpie with a white medallion started circling in front of the
gate, pausing every few laps, his golden eyes reflecting the
softness of the air. At last the evening was getting light, after
the harshness of a bright Australian summer day. He couldn’t wait
any longer, though. That Louis hadn’t returned required action. So
he did something he had never done before: he jumped over the
fence. Then, without looking back, he headed off westward.

When Harry
Petricevic eventually came around, neighbours told him the dog had
been seen a couple of days ago at night, and when called, had sped
off towards sunset, never to be seen ever since again. Thus it was
up to Harry to break the news to Louis, who had been away in
Melbourne for more than a week.

On the
outskirts of town Eddie had already worked out a plan. Well, you
would expect Louis’s dog to be methodical by sort of osmosis,
wouldn’t you? Except that at a dog’s level having a plan only meant
putting roughly two things together. So Eddie decided to go west
and search for woods. For anything in life goes west when it comes
to vital matters. Only money draws people eastward like infamous
traveller Marco Polo, to begin with. But from Persian civilization
to modern days California, everyone naturally follows the Sun. As
Eddie had no speculative mind, he was therefore heading
westward.

And because
whenever Louis took him along for a walk or a horseback ride, they
would go to the nearest woods, be it a humble crop of sparsely
planted blue gums, or a state forest, Eddie made it so, as much as
he could.

A couple of
weeks later he was nearing the South Australian border, but didn’t
cross it until he was way into the Mallee country, where the three
states of South Australia, New South Wales and Victoria nearly
meet, on the Murray River. He had never seen such a majestic
stream, but the sea. After some unsuccessful attempts, the sight of
a cranky paddleboat heaving its way through the chocolate coloured
water gave him confidence enough to swim across. The wild in him
was gradually taking over for the country was now getting fairly
arid. By the time he reached the Flinders Ranges, only his pitch
black fur could distinguish him from his dingos ancestors. He had
become feral again, a minute part of the great wilderness around
him. He was no longer travelling in a straight line, though never
crossing his track back. He would rest for a day or two in some
friendlier spot, but his golden eyes, though as kind as ever,
showed no questioning. He was on his way, nothing could stop him.
The only thing that bothered him a bit more every day that passed
was that woods and trees were becoming rarer and rarer. And so was
water. Since he had been avoiding contact with human beings as much
as he could, for they were now very unfriendly towards him, finding
water was his daily concern and occupation. Farmers don’t like
renegades up there in the outback, they see them as a threat to
their flocks. So he started travelling at night and hiding during
the day, from sun but also from humans.

Still, he was heading
westward.

* * * * * *


Chapter Two

Sitting at
night on the terrace of one of the many restaurants bordering the
Singapore River, the young man had all of his guests’ attention.
The escort girls had been politely but firmly requested to sit
aside and content themselves with being on their own, as the
discussion was now turning too serious to be shared.

He had the
unmistakeable impressive stature of the Maori or Fijian people but
his English was Cambridge proof, though he was also totally fluent
in Malay and Chinese languages. Questions were thrown at him thick
and fast.

- “The Indian umbrella
is costing us too much, we have to renegotiate or find another
way!

- You won’t say that
any longer when we get the edge over the Dutch project. And I hear
that the last results of the umbrella testing are very encouraging
and the system proves very reliable and accurate. Our running costs
will only be the maintenance of the umbrella, when the Dutch will
have to look after a fleet of high seas tug boats and heavy
infrastructure.

- What if the umbrella
doesn’t work? After all, this is a first.

- We will have to sue
the Indians… But don’t worry about that, the tests work by the
book, even on full range. By Christmas we will have them fully
completed. No one else is this early.

- But with the
desalination plant we are very late. And that’s a real concern. No
point being early in one field and far behind in another.

- We made some good
progress lately. Our technology hackers have tracked down a pending
patent that looks promising. Interestingly the author is a French
expatriate residing in Australia.

- Really? Any
connection with the Dutch or their partners?

- Not any I am aware
of.

- Find as much as you
can and as fast as you can. This becomes your priority regardless
of any other job, Christmas now is the dead line. We will give you
full backup but don’t forget: no track, no witness, and no
clue.

- I’ll be invisible as
usual.”

* * * * * *

- “Jonathan! I need to
talk to you!

- Yes mate! Anytime...
but not now... It would break her heart!

- There is bigger
trouble than that coming up soon!

- Oh! That’s
different. Give me five minutes...”

Jonathan’s
house on Brighton’s waterfront is one of his success statements.
Standing on the balcony overlooking Port Phillip Bay, I embrace the
multi-million dollar view of the Melbourne CBD. The track along the
beach is busy with passersby, plain pedestrians and bike riders,
some roller skaters too...

- “You sounded pretty
dramatic just minutes ago and now that grin on your face! What is
it mate?

- Just waiting for you
to call me “mate” and...

- I know you’re not
born here and you will never get used to it mate, but
seriously?

- Just memories coming
back at once Jono! I never told you before, but the whole thing
started here, a little bit further up along the Bay, on a sunny
afternoon like this... and I was on my roller blades, like these
guys on the track below...

- Now that she’s gone
I have time to listen to the story but first, tell me about the big
trouble coming to us soon.

- Don’t worry about
her, one lost, ten found... And don’t worry about the big trouble
either because it could only be for me, not for you.

- Get to it!

- You remember about
Horace?

- Yes. You told me he
died a few months ago.

- The South Australian
police just found his body. Harry shot him dead when he rescued me
from my six-day ordeal in the Outback. Although chances are fairly
thin, if the investigation leads to him, I’ll be on a hot seat
too.

- Wow! If the matter
arises, I bet it’ll spill on Oasis inevitably.

- I’m afraid so.

- You need a good
lawyer or a good hiding spot, my friend!

- Indeed I thought of
going back to France before things go pear-shaped.

- Why don’t you go to
Singapore? I’m sure Victor will be happy to accommodate you, his
private island is the closest thing to paradise I know of, Sue will
be happiest, and you will be closer to the action than from
France.

- I didn’t think of
that. But Horace was Victor’s protégé, I believe, he might make me
“disappear” in his island for good!

- I’m going to
Singapore in two days. Let me talk to him. Horace only was a
business asset and so are you. Trust me, as long as Victor needs
you, you are safe. Just make sure you are not replaceable, that’s
all. And before I go, that’s a major reason for you to tell me the
whole story..."

* * * * * *

In the centre
of the boardroom, the small scale model lays under the crude light
of a single projector, propped up far above the stage. There is no
other source of light in the room and its contours are sunken in
obscurity. Groups are chatting softly, scattered around the huge
display which, for someone who knew nothing about it, looks like a
paradisiacal setting of emerald lakes amongst a verdant, forested
landscape. The Speaker starts in a commanding, low tone voice.
Chats stop, groups come closer.

“Ladies and gentlemen,
let me first introduce Frank Moyerson, Pierre Payet and Henry
Spadder, CEOs of the partners in this joined venture, Crown Dutch
Petroleum, BSA Infrastructures, and Montecito. Their attendance
underscores the imminence of a common resolution being soon
submitted to the Australian government.”

He gestures
towards the men sited in comfortable armchairs on the other side of
the stage, and he puts his hands together, followed by the
audience. He then allows for silence to recover, drawing everyone
to a sense of solemnity.

“What we are here to
witness today, could easily be described as the work of a lifetime
for all of us, in the true sense of the builders of the cathedrals
of the medieval times. In other words, only the younger of us will
see this project reach the mature stage shown on this model, and
only the next generation will reap the full rewards. I assume we
all are share holders in our respective companies, thus I can’t but
strongly encourage each of you to make sure you have heirs!”

An amused whisper among
the attendance echoes his words.

The grin on his face
imperceptibly changes as he adds:

“Some would argue we
are embarking on a task that will require the dedication of monks.
That fits fairly well with my reference to erecting cathedrals, and
I hope no personal interest, no specific belief will be a hindrance
on our road to success”.

The mood in the
attendance tightens a bit, though the Speaker is well known for his
“your duties first, your rights last” attitude. At least, if there
ever was the slightest doubt about it, everybody is now aware that
this is truly the work of his lifetime. Indeed, as if nothing out
of the ordinary had been said, he carries on:

“All we are going to
talk about is salt, water, sun... and trees. These usually are the
perfect components of a tropical island resort. Our major partner
in this venture is Mother Nature, and with some gentle push here
and there, hopefully she’ll become pregnant with a wonderful child
which, in the full strength of his forties, will faithfully
replicate in South Australia the model in front of us. By then, we
will have started more similar projects across the Austral
continent at an increasing rate, as we gather experience and
momentum.

Yes, the reason we are
here is to green the world again, no less than that! With the
benediction of the All Mighty himself, we will turn this far land
into a tree factory, the world will never need crude oil anymore.
Since this well prepared miracle will come mostly from the sea,
this gives an all new significance to the logo of our main partner,
the “shell”.

The compilation of
sixty years of joined research here, and more recently in
Australia, criss-crossed by our own staff and independent experts
shows that the foot of the rainbow is within reach, and the
challenge within newly mastered technologies:

We know how to get
trees growing in such places,

We know how to produce
large amounts of clear water to keep them growing,

And we know how to
convert the final product into power and material.

No need telling
everything from now on is of utmost confidentiality. But enough day
dreaming for the time being, let’s get a bit more technical”.

And with a long
and thin dowel in hand, he gets closer to the stage, pointing to a
dark blue, tongue-shaped expense of water.

“For those still not
familiar with the name, this is the Spencer Gulf, wedging a good
three hundred kilometres inland South Australia. This is the first
of many Nature’s gifts to our project. Here at the top, 25
kilometres South of Port Augusta, this natural bottle neck is the
second one. The passage narrows to about 6 kilometres and makes it
an easy job to build the retaining wall of the dam that is closing
the head of the gulf”.

Saying this,
the Speaker comes a little closer to the model and directs his
stick to the miniature lock in the middle of the retaining wall. As
he signals to an assistant, the first gate of the lock slowly
slides open.

“We will have to split
icebergs in smaller chunks in order to get them through the lock.
That’s the reason for building this pier, ten kilometres down the
eastern shore, heading towards the centre then alongside the shore.
A giant laser saw at the end of the pier will slice the icebergs
prior to tugging them into the dam.”

As he speaks, a
rough cut ice cube, the size of a dice, is being hauled through the
lock by a couple of Lilliputian tug boats.

The attendance
being almost exclusively men, the kid’s spirit in them quickly
awakens and some lean forward to grab a better look, propped on
their arms, hands clenched to the edge of the stage. Some start
recalling their building a small scale boat or plane when a
teenager. Someone raises a hand and asks:

- “Isn’t the gulf
quite shallow at this end?

- Indeed, but that’s
all the better for building the retaining wall of the dam.

- For those of us who
are not much into technical matters, could you sum up the reasons
for building this dam?”

With the
polished sentences of an old teacher who had been explaining the
subject to countless generations of pupils, the Speaker answers
after pausing only for a few seconds.

“- Safety, salinity
and efficiency. As you can notice, the water level in the dam is
lower than in the gulf. The great inland lakes are significantly
below sea level. Once a channel will connect them to the gulf, this
dam will be the first safety buffer in case of high solstice tides,
tsunamis or what have you. But first of all we don’t want salt,
especially right where the ice will melt! Bear in mind that as soon
as we start slicing them, the smaller chunks of ice will start
melting a lot faster than a full size iceberg. That’s why we need
to keep them in an enclosure, to make sure the clear water doesn’t
return straight to the ocean… Importantly, the gulf is a reverse
estuary, which means higher salinity at the head of the gulf, where
the shallow waters evaporate quicker, especially in summer. Does
the wall make sense to you now?

- Very much so! And I
suppose your last point relates to the desalination plant?

- That’s right. This
plant is more efficient if it uses less salty water, as Henry
Spadder will be happy to explain in a few minutes. This is achieved
in two ways:

1 The icebergs keep the
waters cool in the dam, thus limiting evaporation,

2 The brackish waters
returning from the lakes are less salty than the sea.

Let’s see how it
further works.”

Now moving a
bit farther along the stage, the Speaker goes on:

“This is where our
partnership with Mother Nature really gets exciting!”

From a long
habit of talking in public, he pauses again, his gaze reaching
across the audience for hints of full attention: this one’s got an
open mouth, this one in the corner thrill written on his face, and
this other one there is already won over. And as he resumes his
lecture, the thought comes to his mind: “we may not be monks, but a
fellowship always develops amongst those taking part in a grandiose
task. Cathedrals, you still fascinate men…”

Before Henry Spadder
takes over from the Speaker the question comes sharp from Frank
Moyerson:

- “Speaker, you
mentioned confidentiality early on. What are we exposed to?

- I don’t believe
speculators will be a real threat, as soon as the carbon trading
fever will subside. They are not interested in long term returns.
People in the same business than us are the ones to fear, but we
know them very well. I suppose the best safety device is speed.
Once the project is up and running, we will be out of reach.

- Who else in the
World is aware of our project?

- Hard to tell. The
Australians would not disclose any clue on other tenders. If you
come up with a good idea, chances are there is someone else in the
world that will have, or already has the same. It comes down to how
fast we are at putting it to work. And then there is the unlikely
but still possible case, of this idea serving someone else’s
completely different interests and purposes.

- You also mentioned
work done by staff and independent experts. What is the risk
associated with them?

- Minimal. They have
been allocated individual and specific tasks of mostly generic
purposes. None of them, to the best of my knowledge has a
comprehensive view of the entire project. And for all of them we
have some kind of lever, just in case…”

The Oil company
executive looked him straight in the eye and weighted on his
words:

- “All of them?

- Absolutely!”

* * * * * *


Chapter
Three

 - "Hi!

- Hello!

- Are you from
here?

- Not really..."

There is
something nice about her, something unusual, that has to do with
the way she speaks, with kind of a blended accent, and rather self
confident. She is dressed in red and yellow, like a Ferrari fan
going to the Grand Prix, or a mother of four, trying to keep the
pace. At first glance she appears in her early thirties, thanks to
a good tan and wraparound sunglasses.

In the midst of
my roller-skating, I had been resting a while on the edge of the
wharf, on the sunny side of Station Pier, when the colourful girl
walked determinedly towards me.

My reluctant
"Not really" doesn't stop her from asking:

“When does the next
ferry leave? Where is the booking office?"

I am not in the
mood for a chat, but if she really is a mother of four, bound for a
holiday place somewhere in Tasmania, I should help her get there,
for the kids’ sake. Thus I get on my wheels again, only to check
that the ferry simply isn't here and the boarding deck is closed.
After all it is Sunday, end of winter, low season. When I turn
back, she is already heading towards the restaurant at the entrance
of the pier, and I think to myself, “Gosh, that girl walks
fast".

Now that the
old hunter habits of mines are awake, I catch up with her and
ask:

- "Where are you
from?

- Queensland!"

Here we go! So
she is on that journey with the kids, while hubby is home working
hard for the money, or somewhere nearby, keeping an eye on the
offspring.

“I am sorry I can’t
help, you may have to wait til the morning.”

But she is
already fossicking in the back of a big Commodore station wagon and
I’m off before her reply can reach me.

Undeniably my
guesswork was right, except that...one thing is wrong in the
picture! I jerk to a stop on my wheels because the station wagon
has yellow number plates, as in New South Wales, but certainly not
as in Queensland.

Call that being
either perfectionist or just plain curious, I won’t leave anything
behind if there is the slightest chance to sort it out. Back for a
closer look at the car, I discover inside, instead of the mess
expected from four kids on a vacation trip, a girlish kind of
untidiness, invading the passenger seat as well.

"Easy to check
anyway, just look for four kids having a snack before embarking",
is my immediate thought.

I remember God
never gives you a second chance if you don't work his tricks your
own way. Somehow half-heartedly, one step forward, two steps
backward (well, it’s easy on skates…) I return to the restaurant.
God might have become impatient, because she pops out and walks
straight over to me. I am pretty embarrassed, but as if indeed she
was expecting me here, she says:

- “They don't know a
thing in here.

- Well, then…what are
you gonna… errr… did you have lunch already?"

Silliest
question at four o’clock in the afternoon, but all I can do is keep
tripping over my words, nearly stuttering on the last ones.

- “I am okay, thanks.
But I wouldn’t mind a cup of coffee!

- Oh yes, good idea …
they have very nice chocolate cakes here too!”

And the
chocolate cakes indeed save my day… She is single, born in
Switzerland, never been to Queensland.

On the latter at least,
I was right...

* * * * * *

- "Hi!

- Hello!

- Are you from
here?

- Naturally..."

There is
something nice about him, something unusual, that has to do with
the way he speaks, with a strong accent, and not quite confident.
He is in a red and white outfit he’s probably had since he was a
teenager, the kind of guys you can fall in love with because they
look like a teen forever, but you won’t marry because they never
grow old. At first glance he seems in his early thirties, thanks to
a bad shave and cheap Ray-Ban-like sunglasses.

This morning I
drove down from Canberra to Melbourne. After two weeks spent in
Sydney watching the Olympic Games, I am keen to discover Tasmania
and New Zealand. Before returning to a rainy and misty autumn on
the banks of the Zurich Lake, and another rotten winter in Europe,
I’d better take advantage of the sunny side of the world right here
Down Under.

“When does the
next ferry leave? Where is the booking office?"

No doubt I am
pretty wonderful, inside and outside as well. So it comes as no
surprise that Aussie males, described as rather macho by roommates
at the many backpackers’ lodges I have crashed in, would undertake
some manoeuvres to get along with me at the slightest chance. But
this guy obviously doesn’t care about showing off on his roller
blades, just nice and polite enough to spare a question before
running away:

- “Where are you
from?

- Switzerland".

He must have
been fed on muesli and Toblerones up to the back teeth when he was
a kid, I assume, as he doesn’t bat an eyelid to that news
either.

- “I am sorry I can’t
help, you may have to wait til the morning.

-I ’ll ask at the
restaurant then…”

… Can’t help
feeling a little bit upset that he is already off, and a little bit
comforted that he his back when I get out the front door.

- "They don't know a
thing in here.

- Well…”

Nice and clumsy
as he looks, I have not quite the heart to turn down a cup of
coffee with him.

- “By the way, my name
is Helen. Nice to meet you!

- Errr… I’m Louis.
Nice to meet you too.”

He said
“Loo-ee”, an unmistakable clue on his foreign background, and
quickly removed his wrist pad so as not to crush mine when shaking
hands. As my plans for the day seem knocked off, I’d better seize
the next opportunity to make up for them. And presently the
opportunity is a typical Latino European, older than I thought,
currently in a rather sullen mood. And yes, he still likes
Chocolate.

A mud cake and
a cappuccino later, I have sorted him out. He’s not particularly
good looking, or impressively built, rather average type of guy, to
tell the truth. But there is his distinctive voice, the way he
listens to me, and the shape of his hands, and the warmth of his
smile. Disturbing however is the feeling of being scanned from top
to toe, in a very discreet but persistent manner, as if I were an
alien from a different galaxy or a spy in disguise, and as if I was
a possible threat to something or someone he is protecting.

- “I got a scooter in
the car. It came in real handy at the Olympics!

- Great, we’re both on
wheels!

- Let’s take a ride
then!

- The track down the
beach is quite good. Wanna try it?

- Sure!”

More at ease in
the open than chatting in a coffee shop, he is now in a lighter
mood, and I don’t mind so much the scanning because I know my looks
and how to use them.

- “Watch over there,
that’s the Rialto Tower, the tallest in Melbourne. Do you want to
go up there?

- Oh yes! But can we
go like this? How long will it take?

- 15 minutes…”

But in Bay Street he is
ahead of me in no time.

- “15 minutes for you,
but not for me! What if we take my car?”

* * * * * *

The observation
deck at the Rialto is like a spacecraft about to land in Melbourne.
The metallic sounds of recorded information in multiple languages,
the long-shafted binoculars, the intermittent wiz of the lifts, the
awe-struck visitors and the scenery confer the place that flying
feeling, doubled up by a museum-like atmosphere.

And talking
about art, it’s all here for me at the helpdesk, the pamphlets, the
courtesy phone and the customer officer ready to take my
bookings!

- “Tomorrow night at
the opera; would you like to come?

- Mmmm, not sure… not
my kind of music”.

The cave man is
still vagrant in his mind I guess, trying not to show I am relieved
he declined the offer. He sat quietly gazing out during the twenty
minutes I spent at the helpdesk. I assume he simply knows the basic
rules about dealing with girls: never explain, never complain. As
if to confirm this, he matter-of-factly points out to the muffled
city at our feet.

- “See this long
building along the river?

- with the tilted
posts?

- They call it Jeff’s
shed…

- … Cos it looks like
a big shed…

- … and big Jeff got
it built…

- … and big Jeff got
sacked ?

- … hard to be big
sometimes… but that one just across the Yarra is the biggest
gambling venue in the Southern Hemisphere! We take fun very
seriously in this country!

- Is it where we go
next?

- you can if you want
to. South Bank is the latest fashionable spot in Melbourne.

- I am tempted to try
the flavour of the month and loose a few coins at the pokies!

- … Umm…my blades are
in your car…would you mind…

- Oh sure, I come down
with you! We are done here anyway…

- … did you check in
somewhere?

- You mean?... No, I
just booked the opera…In Sydney I did the youth hostels and…”

This is my turn
to be embarrassed. We keep quiet in the lift, too many people, and
not much to say coming to mind. Sitting under the open hatch of the
station wagon, about to put his roller blades on, he pauses:

“Look, you can come to
my place, book a room while I shower, then we can have dinner on
South Bank if you like?”

The offer seems
genuine enough, the guy too. And after ten days spent in crowded
dormitories, I will appreciate a proper hotel room.

“Leave your blades in
the boot, I am your chauffeur again, Louis!”

* * * * * *

His place is a
lofty studio, a mezzanine the sleeping quarter, and views stretch
limitlessly over the city and the bay. From here, any sunset must
be awesome I guess, as it is tonight. In the East, curtains of high
hills drop in darker shades behind one another.

- “I’d like to go
there tomorrow!

- Do you want me to
come with you?

- Ah, won’t you be
working?

- I am my own boss, no
dramas…”

That’s his call
anyway and for a change I am happy to have some company, someone to
decide and get things organized for me, after two weeks on my own.
I have spoken to mum over the phone while he showered, and she said
"save the trip to New Zealand for our next vacation together". So
this unexpected stay in Melbourne fits pretty well in my new
timetable, I can still roam around the South East coast of Victoria
before returning to Sydney where I have to bring my rental car
back, at the end of the week.

I am still on
the phone when Louis is ready to get out for dinner.

- “Whoa! I tried a few
in the CBD but most are five star hotels, apart from the
Backpackers place in King Street. Time to slide the credit card in
the slot!

- See, this couch is a
sofa bed. I can sleep here and you can take the mezzanine for your
privacy, or even sleep in if you want to. No need to spend $300
bucks at the Sofitel, the view from here is even better! And my
bathroom no doubt beats the backpackers’ lodge…

- Frankly, I’m hitting
the wall right now…

- I can see that. Let
yourself run a hot bath. I’ll prepare some dinner; I’ve got plenty
of food in the fridge.”

The hot bath
idea wins me up. And indeed the view is good enough…

* * * * * *

Dinner is
quick. Louis is the king of the microwave oven, it seems to me,
after days of takeaway and junk food in Sydney. We both are tired,
me from a long drive, him from a long roller skate session. The
studio being just one big room, as I get changed for the night I
can’t but notice his shedding a glance at my undies: Louis’s last
date is a long gone story, no doubt about that. Since he landed a
swift, soft and gentle kiss on my bare shoulder during dinner, I
know he wants to sleep with me tonight. But I am not ready yet, I
have been without a man for nearly one year, apart from a fantastic
date three weeks ago, and I’m afraid this little Frenchman is not
able to outdo that. Thus I crash on the bed and sleep like a log
until morning.

At breakfast,
bacon and eggs, cheese and cereals, toasts and jam, and a waiter!
Being taken care of with such gentleness is a real treat and a real
surprise! It comes effortlessly out of him, like a lifelong habit
of attention paid to a beloved one. I’ll have to find out. I am
only guessing, but from this moment on, I probably start to look at
him as more than just a shelter provider I had been lucky enough to
find on my way.

Truth is, I am the
luckiest person on Earth.

* * * * * *

“These are the
natural cathedrals of Australia. Take a good look Helen, there is
no such forests anywhere in the world. The Mountain Ashes around us
are the tallest non-resinous trees in the world. They average forty
meters in height and commonly reach eighty meters. The tallest of
them all was logged around here nearly a century ago, and was
hundred and fifteen meters tall…”

I keep silent,
watching in awe, actually a bit ill at ease in the midst of the
stern shadows of those giant trees, as we wander through the
foothills of the Dandenong Ranges. Louis goes on:

- “This is the Rain
Forest, the lung of the Earth…

- I thought Amazonia
was the lung of the Earth…

- This is the other
one. The human body has two lungs, why not the Earth? And Amazonia
seems suffering deeply from cancer, these days…

- Amazonia is still
huge compared to these wooded hills!

- But Australia is
bigger than Amazonia… Future may bring in some surprise!

- Hold on! What are
you talking about?

- Forget about it, I
am just dreaming!

- I can see that! But
I can also see that you know a fair bit about trees and
forests?

- This is kind of my
job, yes.

- Louis, what do you
do for a living?

- .. I build
cathedrals, green cathedrals…”

* * * * * *

Come to think
of it, anyone who knows me enough would first tell you that am not
keen on loud-mouthed people, but once she gets going, Helen is
unstoppable.

To cut a long
story short, she spent ten years in America, from North to South
and East to West, with hippies and yuppies, studying arts,
smuggling antics, and marrying for the green card. Living on a shoe
string or an Amex card (Her parents seem to be filthy rich, but one
must expect that from Swiss citizens, right?), she mushed sled
dogs, massaged dancers, rode Harleys or drove derelict trucks, in
the great hunting for herself. She lived like "a bird on a branch",
an awfully fit and good looking bird, but a lost bird. Finally she
was returning to "Heimat", the return of the prodigal daughter,
determined to be a good girl once and for all, taking on a 9 to 5
job once she would be back in Zurich.

At the end of
this day, I know plenty more about her than my best friends ever
knew about me! I have let it all go through from one ear to the
other, just looking at her as a damned good prospect for the night.
I won’t spend another day with such a pain in the neck, unless she
is a wonderful lover. It has to be settled tonight.

Getting old teaches you
not to waste your time if it’s not worth it...

* * * * * *

Louis has been
the most patient of the guys I know, listening to the gibberish I
usually soak them in to get them run away from me, thinking I am a
real pest. We went back to his place quite early, in order for me
to get dressed for the opera. That I had managed to keep a black
dress and stilettos for such an event, in reasonable condition,
while backpacking around Australia, impressed him a lot. He took me
to the opera then returned to his studio for a couple of hours, and
came back again to pick me up after the performance. He showed no
sign of impatience playing the chauffeur, even when I asked for a
stroll down South Bank.

- “… Just to make up
for last night. You are my guest!

- What about tonight?
Are you happy to stay with me again?”

He could have said “at
my place” instead of “with me”…

The hushed
café, the dimmed lights and the evening dress swiftly makes me the
centre of his attention. Louis behaves himself, although much
troubled by the neckline of my evening outfit, the tiny coffee
table the only fragile separation between us. Sharing another
chocolate cake, I sense he wants to kiss me badly. There is
something in the air, and I actually begin to worry about the
night, because I am dead tired. But for now I am still the usual
talk, recalling the best bits of the day, humming lyrics of the
opera, then jumping onto one of my late favourite topics, Haiku
poems:

“A soft gentle
touch,

Only a woman could
give,

To the man she
loves…”

And I touch his
curls on his forehead as I say it, and he shivers imperceptibly,
and I have no time to avoid his kissing my fingers. In silence
heavy with sighs and expectations, we leave the mall, his hand at
times weighing gently on my hip.

Back at his
studio the situation turns a bit awkward, because we have the same
thing in mind but don’t know how to bring it on casually. Louis is
at a complete loss about what to do next, judging by his face. This
is the point where a girl has to take control.

Right now I could take
him to the attic without a ladder, as they say in old Russia …

* * * * * *

The faded
corner of a piece of paper was sticking out of the edge of a book,
on the shelf in front of me, just the little helper I needed to get
out of this dead end. The book appeared to be French poetry, to
which I paid little attention because the sheet of paper was
covered with a tiny and nervous handwriting.

- “What is it?

- Kind of a poem… it’s
in French!

- I can read
French!

- Really?

- And Italian, …and
Spanish, of course German, …and a bit of Russian too!

- Knocks me down…

- Looks like a letter
to me.

- I’d say a letter
turned poem…

- Can I read it?"

The answer
doesn’t come clearly and quickly enough to hide uneasiness. His
voice stiffens under the memories:

- “…Yes…if you want
to…I wrote it many years ago…

- Oh…it was returned
to sender…

- I never sent it…
Thought it would be pointless…”

The content of
the letter is a shock to me. I have spent the day pouring stories
into Louis’ little brain, trying to blow it all up to impress him.
And on this blue piece of paper there is evidence of a brilliant
mind, strongly connected to his feelings, in a way that moves me
far deeper than I make him aware of. Louis busied himself away
while I read it, visibly distraught.

And now that I
am lying in bed up on the mezzanine, unable to fall asleep, I can
clearly hear he is fully awake too. And this blue letter is vivid
in front of my eyes, full of sensitivity, pain, and love, for
someone I assume was wonderful enough to trigger such a strong
feeling, but certainly not wonderful enough to receive and
understand it fully. Here I am, Helen, silly Swiss cow, not knowing
much about love, having bumped into this roller boy, this poet in
disguise, with a broken heart. But I just don’t know why I am here
tonight, why I met him on the seventh of October, on Station Pier,
Melbourne, and half a world away from Home. Time only will bring
the answer...

But I am so
impatient...!

* * * * * *

In the morning
Louis is tense, already concentrating on his next business
appointment. He tries to be effective and gentle at the same time,
though in such a tiny place with an untidy girl in a holiday mood
it’s a hard job. I take it as a national challenge to prove him I
can be ready on time: precision is a forever-Swiss patent.

“I’ll be back at nine
o’clock!”

Down in the
street he seems a bit relieved to see me on my way. Standing in
front of my car in the morning sun, in a navy-blue business suit,
necktie and Italian shirt, he looks rather smart. He lays a kiss on
his fingers and blows it at me. I open the window to send one
straight back at him, but he has already moved over and our lips
reach in a first and brief kiss. We both are kind of taken by
surprise, kind of feeling a bit dizzy, kind of moment one remembers
forever.

As hours and
miles pass on the Great Ocean Road, enjoying the drive and the
scenery, taking millions of pictures, off the beaten tracks as much
as I can, thus upsetting the bus loads of good mannered tourists, I
keep the taste of his kiss on my lips.

At dusk,
driving back to Melbourne, no matter how good a shag he is, I know
I want to sleep with him, because I am just a spoiled brat, because
I start feeling for him.

And I will be on
time.

* * * * * *

She said she
would be back no later than 9 pm... Let’s see.

We went to a
climax of mixed up feelings last night after she found the blue
letter. We ended up talking about poetry, and she unveiled the
other side of her mind. If everyone has a dark and a bright side, a
good and a bad one, usually in balance, at any rate Helen needs
more than a fine-tuning, much to my confusion.

She told me
many a man attempted to rescue her from losing her soul. Looks like
riding the horse of the lost causes knight. Looks like I am in for
it too, given that there is much more that drives me towards her
than just the prospect of having a good time.

I had an awful
night sleeping on the couch again, journeying back to Switzerland,
about ten years ago, and falling in love beyond all control for
Sylvia, then my runaway to Australia in order to put half a world
between us. But like a recurring spell, I am drawn again
irresistibly to another Swiss blonde erupting into my life out of
nowhere, and I can’t help sense the disaster looming. My only
relief is that she will be back to Europe very soon.

But I couldn’t
stop thinking of her the whole day long, although with a lot more
positive thoughts. Perhaps it is payback after Sylvia’s hard times,
and whatever happens with Helen will only be good for me. I may not
be too sure right now about what I want, but I certainly know what
I don’t want. This girl is here only for another day, so there is
nothing to worry about, what could go wrong?

Waiting for her
at my desk, shortly before nine, I remember this very moment I
whirled back on my roller blades to check her car. Had I kept
going, she wouldn’t have turned up in my life like a bull in a
china shop. I will long remember how crucial these few seconds
might have been. Life is like this: God might like to play those
tricks every now and again, perhaps to break the boredom of
Eternity. Two days only since I met Helen, and I know my life won’t
be the same anymore. No wonder all these guys walked away from her.
No wonder my appointment this morning was a disaster. No wonder I
am heading for trouble….

Shit happens all the
time... But the worst is always worse than you can imagine.

* * * * * *

The building is
closed at night, I cannot remember the door code, and I just don’t
know where I put his business card away, hence I can’t ring him!
This always happens to us girls! We try hard to be nice and on
time, and the unexpected always befalls. So I have to random ring
some of the 256 bells on the block, until I get him, half surprised
that I am on time, half relieved he doesn’t have to wait. Our hug
at the front door is warm, though restrained to strict decency.
There is a blend of shyness and self-assurance in this guy, as if
he doesn’t like to do things unless he can do them best. He could
be Swiss indeed!

Behind the
locked door he is not shy anymore. Since both of us are no longer
beginners, it’s more like we try to make sure it all goes smooth.
But a first time always is a first time…

Tonight, I
wonder whether it is going to be more physical or rather emotional.
It turns to be neither. The previous night was so bad for both of
us that once the light is off and the first hug is on, we find
ourselves cosily wrapped around each other, and tacitly agree to
fall asleep in that comfortable posture pretty quickly. No kiss, no
passionate embrace, rather like an old couple knowing exactly where
to fit the left elbow and the right foot, like putting on a well
worn glove, strange enough really. He has taken my hands in his,
and I feel at peace. The contest is delayed.

It turns to be
a very early morning exercise instead. Yet I am quite restricted
and restrictive, because I just don’t know how I feel for him. To
be fair, I am so scared of being disappointed that I don’t really
give him a chance of showing his talents. Truth is, at that very
moment I really don’t know why I am doing this.

They say the flesh is
weak.

* * * * * *

At least I have
got some answers this morning. On the balcony, she is dancing in
the prime rays of the morning sun, dressed in denims and a light
blue jersey, whirling on her toes in slow motion but keeping her
eyes on me, except for the slight moment when one of her arms,
stretched upwards in two graceful curves, passes in front of her
face. Years after, you would happily die for another chance of
relishing in this moment.

Early this
morning we woke up, and she started pressing her buttocks against
me like a nutcracker. Under the complicity of the doona, I tried to
be neither too romantic, nor too practical. Still, I was completely
baffled when she popped up a rubber from under the pillow, at the
right moment. I just can’t figure out when and how she managed to
have one handy without me noticing it in a place as tiny as mine,
last night!

“Single female overseas
traveller survival kit…!” did she state, as we laughed about
it.

“I’m an old scout girl,
been told to be ready at all times…!”

No matter how
much ready she was, I got the message clear enough: she wanted it
to be a quickie... From that I could definitely trace the German
influence: hygiene first, feelings a bonus. Of course I was wrong,
but you never know, until it’s too late…

With such
thoughts in mind, I could hardly be at my best, but we both were in
a very forgiving mood, and it ended in a very friendly and relaxed
manner full of laughter, followed by a substantial breakfast.
Nevertheless I learned she had a delicious taste to me, a very soft
and silky honey skin, and would probably keep it in such state for
another twenty years, for she is incredibly fit. But as I watch her
dancing in the sun, I have no trouble convincing myself she is a
wonderful creature.

Trouble is, she knows
that too.

* * * * * *

I want to see
the world, I am a bloody Sagittarius, born with a suit case in her
hand! I better make Louis aware of that. He has to hook on quite
firmly if he wants to have me not just on a passport size picture
in his wallet. We are heading to Philip Island, then further down
until we have to say goodbye, as I will keep going around the South
East coast tonight, while he comes back to Melbourne. It’s a
beautiful day, my heart is light and delighted, and I have a new
friend, if not a boyfriend. Of course I am wrong, but you never
know until it’s too late.

* * * * * *

For our third
day together we toured the East cost up to Inverloch. Despite the
beautiful sunset, the end of the drive is a plain misery, for I
know she will be just another memory in two hours time. I refuse to
see myself falling in love yet, but on the other hand I can’t
resist Helen.

We part at dusk
in the half deserted village, thanking each other for the great
time, promising to keep in touch by phone until Helen leaves for
Europe. The big station wagon with a yellow number plate vanishes
in the night as I stand alone in the middle of the main street, her
last words still sounding in my head:

"That’s what the good
life is about: just enjoy the moment as it happens..."

Well, right at
the moment joy is running away from me, and I have no clue about
what will happen next. Indeed, how could I possibly imagine I am
heading for the most sanity threatening of my love stories, with
the weirdest, most unsettling but most attractive girl I ever met?
So far it has only been an unexpected three-day affair to me, and I
urgently need to get back to work.

Better not to know
what’s going to happen next, sometimes...

* * * * * *

The cold winds
blowing over from the Southern Pacific wildernesses across the Bass
Straight make East Gippsland the most temperate part of mainland
Australia. The horse studs scattered at the foot of the Strzelecki
Ranges give the region a very European look, sometimes highlighted
by mountain slopes covered with dark Radiata pine plantations. And
on a misty, rainy day, the illusion is almost perfect.

I am not there
yet, just hacking some more kilometres along the South Gippsland
highway towards Yarram, where I plan to stop for the night. I
rented that big Commodore station wagon so as not to worry about
finding an accommodation in remote areas, but the girl in me is not
really prepared to sleep in the bush “in the middle of nowhere” as
the locals so appropriately say. For a Swiss indeed this expression
does not mean much at all, because wherever you go in Switzerland,
there is always a little village in sight, even if you can never
get there using the straight line. It is quite the opposite here,
long stretches of bitumen unfold endlessly, and signs on the
roadside warn you: “Drowsy Drivers Die”!

For a minute I
laugh at the idea of stealing such a sign to bring it home and post
it on the road to the Saint Gothard Pass!

But for now I
am seriously hitting the wall, after a week of long driving, a
moving encounter, and hours of walks in cold southerly winds,
spindrifts, and sun. In Yarram I cannot find the police station,
but the car park between the camping ground and the adjacent motel
seems good enough a spot. And there is a phone booth too. As I tuck
myself comfortably in the sleeping bag, Louis’ voice envelopes me
again in its warmth, as I recall our dinner conversation in
Inverloch.

* * * * * *

For a change,
Louis is the one who did the talking at the Chinese restaurant.
Over the course of the last 36 hours I have learned a bit more
about him and moved from showing only polite interest to feeling
dearly for him.

Now that he has
started talking about his work, his reason for being in Australia,
and his projects, I feel compelled to admire this guy who doesn’t
look average to me anymore. Instead I find him to be quite
knowledgeable, especially with regard to forestry and related
environmental issues. Not that he talks like a well of science, but
everything he says seems simple and easy to understand, or maybe
the way he says it makes it so. Thus I am drawn into his story. He
is not talking about his job, he is telling me an awesome tale. By
the end of the meal I believe he is the least silly person I have
ever met, though the biggest and most realistic dreamer on Earth.
He is well and truly on a mission to save the Planet, like the
Green Peace warriors. But unlike them, he wants to save the world
using the weapons of the ones who want to ruin it. And I know he is
right. If you can’t beat them, join them...

Until such time
when...

Before saving
the Planet Louis wants to save Australia first. The Fifth Continent
once was a verdant grassy land thickly coated with thriving
forests. What tectonic moves, climate changes and mankind
destroyed, he believes technology and politics can redo. All of a
sudden I can see that such a masterpiece can transform a simple man
like him into the artisan of a modern day cathedral, as he likes to
call himself... The obvious Achilles heel in Louis’ project is that
no one wants to build true cathedrals or pyramids these days. Of
course I don’t want to kill his big dream but I may have to tell
him one day, if we stay in touch that is. And it will take more
than one telling, and more than one person telling him, because I
know for a fact that Louis does not give up easily... But with the
delicious Chinese food helping, I felt completely overwhelmed by
his depiction, so sensible and vivid that I can clearly see all
sorts of light and dark, green and blue waves of forests taking
over those great red vastnesses that blow your mind away the first
time you fly over Australia.

“It would be foolish
to try this in Sahara, but almost all the key factors needed for
success are already here in Australia! For example there is an
imposing underground water system beneath a quarter of the
continent. Most desert areas still have a rich top soil where
flowers burst out in incredible colours at the slightest rain fall.
All we need is to get more water and a rock solid organization, and
I can get both. It’s just a matter of time...”

A little push
from God would help too, I believe, as Louis mentions things take
three times longer than anywhere else to be done in this country.
This is the main reason he wants foreign operators to carry out the
project. Since I am not short of a dream myself, I wonder whether I
could turn into a little God helper too. Got to talk to dad about
that...

As the dinner
went on, we spoke about lighter topics, family things, and I found
every reason to fall in love for this seemingly average guy.
Yesterday I saw the poet in him, and today the visionary, the two
sides of a single coin, the two wings of a dreamer...

It also seems
clear to me that there is enough quick return in Louis’ idea to
attract investors and politicians. In addition, it’s all about the
environment, a topic that brings together all political parties,
age classes and walks of life. No doubt this project can be a
winner!

Before I knew it, I am
in love again, life is beautiful again!

* * * * * *

Sleeping in a
car, be it a big Commodore station wagon, is not my idea of
comfort, thus I wake up and get ready to go even before sunrise. As
a consequence I will have to indulge in a couple of extended rests
during the day, and stop at night in a motel for an hour long
shower and a twelve hour uninterrupted sleep. But between the two,
I will manage to ring my new love again, and I will tell him... On
the phone Louis seems only half pleased to hear me as if he was in
the middle of doing something important, a typical attitude of his
I will never get used to. But as usual I am unstoppable:

- “This is a real
Aussie motel, with real gum trees, magpies warbling, a Commodore
and a Falcon neatly parked in the front yard! Anyhow, how was your
day?

- Errr, not too bad …
meeting this morning went better than on Tuesday, cos having you
still on my mind made me look more relaxed than I would normally
have been!

- No good to think of
your girlfriend in the middle of a business meeting!

- Well!… They probably
thought I got into the spirit of the Aussie laid back attitude…

- Oh I see ! You
didn’t look the usual arrogant Frenchman!

- That’s it…!”

There seem to
be a slight pause at the other end of the line, and I feel awfully
guilty of having bored him to death with my girly chat. But the
surprise is for me now:

- “I never thought I
would say this after only three days, but I really love you!

- Really really? …Oh,
I love you too!”

I shot it at
him without thinking! I wanted to say it first, but it doesn’t
matter he beat me on it, I feel the warmth creeping all over me,
and what we say after that I don’t remember. I am stoned with that
news, to the point that I indeed forget my evening pot. I go to bed
in that rosy state of mind that only the three words can put you
in. I love you, I love you, I love you... Nothing beats hearing
this again and again!!!

* * * * * *

In the morning
however, the motel breakfast is no match to my needs and I have
three cigs in a row, after four days without. Therefore my driving
towards Sydney is a bit exuberant. Since police cars seem to me as
numerous as, and identical to taxi cabs in this country, except for
the colour, I am soon in trouble. However, the policeman is a great
guy who advises me, while writing the ticket, not to pay it because
his administration can’t be bothered chasing overseas unpaid fines…
Then he takes me to the next pub and makes sure I get a substantial
beacon and eggs breakfast, my second indeed, and talks me into
resting for at least 2 hours. If I ever fall in love for a
policeman, I swear he will be Australian!

The weather on
Friday is fantastic again, and as it is my last day in Sydney, I
feel I must spend it on the beach. The wake-up call is mum’s,
thanks to the time difference and her complete ignorance of it. She
sounds not so keen on New Zealand anymore, hence she doesn’t mind
if I keep it on my agenda, after all.

And I am not so
keen on policemen anymore, since I got two more parking fines. I
wonder if they are as tough on drug dealers as they are on
motorists, because from my first day in Australia, I've had no
problems getting my pot.

But I have to
confess my change of mind also has to do with meeting with a good
few surfies, all black clad and blond, tanned, square shouldered,
pumped up boys with the Colgate smile and the salty fragrance. I
can’t believe it, half of them actually are Asian students, but
nothing like the Berkeley and UCLA ones I remember from my days in
California, who were serious, spectacle-wearing computer-heads from
the Empire of the Sleeping Giant. I spend another night in my
station wagon, wake up at dusk and, still cuddled in my sleeping
bag, watch them chasing the right wave even before sunrise. At
breakfast time, I have some junk food with the boys parked next to
me instead of going to the trendy cafés on the esplanade. Lots of
surfies seem to live in their vans. Or they swing their boards at
the back of their utes or on the roof racks and come for an early
ride before work. My commodore looks a bit too clean and new in the
car park but they don’t mind the chat apparently.

... Mum would say I
could make a wall talk…

But I am in
love again since yesterday, too bad…I wish I were just a plain
bimbo sometimes, even not able to remember the name of who shagged
me last night…

By ten o clock
I have hired a board and a wet suit, and all black clad myself I am
hardly recognizable amongst them. I tried surfing and learned the
basics in California, but it is mostly my practice of snowboarding
that helps me impress the guys, and I can’t help but tell them I
trained in the B National ski team in Switzerland.

Horace, a
bright faced Asian bloke, pays a bit more attention to me than the
others. He shows me the secrets of riding the board at the front
tip, warns me about the under currants so common along the East
Coast, and seems to have plenty of time to spend with me. If Horace
has no talent but one, it is to make you feel really good in his
company. And I need a proper bed and shower tonight too.

The interesting
thing about Horace is that he shares his time between places where
waves are at their best: Bali, Fiji, New Caledonia, Australia and
New Zealand, where he will be next week.

The boring thing about
Horace is that he drives a clean white Falcon.

* * * * * *


Chapter Four

New Zealand! I
can’t believe it, she wants me to go and spend next week with her
in Kiwi Land, but the most surprising of all things is that she
really seems to have fallen madly in love with me! What’s wrong
with you Helen? When I told you on the phone that I already missed
you, you snapped right back at me “I love you too!”

Talk about a
mind firmly set! Too bad for you girl, I can’t afford a long haul
story for the time being, and I should say I am kind of on
rehabilitation. You impress me way too much Helen, riding ten foot
high waves after only spending one morning watching the surfies in
Bondi. I know you may exaggerate a bit, and watching is not quite
the right way to put it, but I have seen your tight body from close
enough to realize I am no match to your prowess which doesn’t make
me feel the least bit better either. So I figure I should simply
give you a miss for my own sake. If only I can do it, because it
seems already too late...

Strangely… Or
so predictably…

Why did you
come across my path? I went so far away from Switzerland to forget
about Sylvia, and here you are now with the same blond hair, same
incredible grey eyes and all the talents in the world packed into a
wonderful body. You see, I am not objective anymore, already mad
about you. I could smell the fragrance of trouble all around you
from the very minute I met you on Station Pier, but what could I
do? There may be a spell on me. There is nowhere to run,
Switzerland will always get back at me, always get me back.

And New Zealand
is sheer evil trick, dubbed as it is the Switzerland of the
Southern Hemisphere. And I know I will go, because Lars and Hartmut
want to see me. Whatever you will bring across my path, I have to
keep going, be it only you Helen, or a great deal more than just
you. Indeed I have the intuition that trip to New Zealand is going
to be well spent. But for the time being I have to stretch the
hours or try and be more effective, my ever-lasting problem! And
before I get seriously back to work, Helen, I am going to answer
that e-mail you sent to me from Sydney airport, on your way to
roaming around the South Island. It takes me more than an hour to
write the answer. From that simple ascertainment, I clearly realize
my feelings for you are already beyond my control.

My next e-mail
is for Lars, my third for Robert, because I am going to Wellington
next week; because I am going to Paris next month. And I will see
Helen of course in Wellington and in Paris. I can’t see clearly how
crazy I am about her yet, but I have a pretty good appreciation of
how entwined our lives are going to be in the months to come.

* * * * * *

Lars had been a
long time friend, since the Green Peace days, when both of us were
students. He was in political science in Brugges, hence his
involvement with Green Peace was sort of a predictable work
experience. I was studying at the Institute of Fluids in Lille and
no two guys could be more different than us when we met at the
“Barque à Jacques” famous amongst the infamous night clubs that
thrived along the French Belgian border highways. The Saturday
night fever was full on and Lars was shouting the bar, caught in
one of those beer competitions between the Dutch, the French and
the Belgian, in which you make yourself throw up with fingers down
your throat, in order to keep drinking more as the night goes on. I
was trying my best on the dance floor with a bunch of Uni-mates in
a wild hullabaloo, when the awesome Batavian cleaved the crowd to
proclaim his win and did that right in front of me, and amidst a
beer flavoured mist, put an arm around my shoulders and decided we
needed another drink. For the very first time in my life I
experienced a glass of “Mort Subite” and “Gueuse” Belgian beers,
kind of blend that makes your head sound like a cricket ground on
Grand Final Day.

In his New
Zealand days, married, with three adorable children, liaising
officer at the Dutch Consulate in Wellington, he’s now more into
Scotch on the rocks at 6:00pm, but doesn’t despise the local or
Australian imported stubbies.

* * * * * *

It was easy for
me, a mountaineer at heart, to fall in love with Kiwi land, for all
I could see, from the depth of the ocean to the untrodden snows,
truly took my breath away. A country with real winters and real
snow covered mountains. No other country is so tucked away, a dead
end at the bottom of the world map. If it were not for Rutherford,
Sir Edmund Hillary, Peter Blake and the America’s Cup, and lately
Peter Jackson, this country would be the most forgotten of them
all. It is more recognisable as an island (actually two), whereas
Australia has the ambiguity and compiled drawbacks of the
continent-sized “West Island”. No wonder you want to see the rest
of the world if you were born here, because once you’ve
circum-travelled the North Island and South Island a couple of
times, you know there must be something else at the other end of
the rainbow.

One may feel as
if you are crossing the Schwartz Wald when travelling through the
endless pine plantations, but most of the country is well preserved
and largely unspoiled. No wonder then that most visitors are
backpackers from all continents, in search for the lost world. I
was no exception to that trend when in 1997, soon after arriving to
Australia, I got together with Lars again. From then on we kept in
close touch by phone and e-mail and I holidayed there quite
often.

* * * * * *

Lars rings me
back strait after he receives my e-mail. When I tell him he doesn’t
need to come and pick me up at the airport because I will be met by
Helen on the Saturday morning, he tactfully asks, hardly drowning a
big giggle,

- “Do I know that
young lady?

- I don’t think so,
she just came Down Under for the Olympics.

- Nice to see you in
the mood again! How is she?

- Well, she is
Swiss.”

I certainly
didn’t want to say it that way but it sort of slipped out of my
mouth without warning! Lars stays quiet for a few seconds and
adds:

- “Old habits die
hard, I guess. And you know my love life is only a short paragraph
compared to the book of yours.

- Lars, I would gladly
swap my book of short stories for your paragraph of an exemplary
and fulfilling family life. Watching it steadily outlines my
failure to perpetuate the human species and my ongoing
selfishness!”

I say it as a
joke but he knows I mean it. The Green Peace state of mind remains
his forever: it is a favourite saying of his to recall that caring
for the planet also includes giving birth at an early age to keep
the bridge between generations as short as
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