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The Wooden Box

 

 “Mummy, why does Grandma Louise keep pointing to that fancy wooden box on the sideboard and saying that I should ask him, when I ask her a question she can’t answer?”

     Mary didn’t respond straight away. She knew what the answer was, but hesitated to tell Sophie the truth. Her eight-year-old daughter had reached that perceptive age when children start to query one thing after another. Although she always tried to give the correct answers, there were times when she decided it might be best to shield immature minds from some of the harsher realities of life. After all, there’d be plenty of opportunities during the next few years to gently introduce her to some of the less pleasant realities most of us will have to face. 

     “Oh, it’s just Grandma’s way of saying that she doesn’t know, darling,” Mary replied, adding, “Perhaps there’s a magic genie in the box that knows the answers to everything but doesn’t want to reveal them just yet.” This seemed to satisfy Sophie for the time being. As her daughter scampered off to play with her younger brother, Charlie, the memory of events that led up to the origin of that special box came drifting back into her mother’s mind.

     Mary had spent her early childhood living in Africa. Her younger sister, Margaret, was born out there. Father Tom was a microbiologist, funded by the British Medical Research Council to carry out a long-term study on tropical diseases. When not caring for the two children, her mother Louise devoted her spare time to charity work, and especially to the education of children living in the rural areas where schools were virtually non-existent.

     It was a pleasant life, away from harsh winters of England and the seemingly endless industrial disputes there that invariably ended in strikes. Yes, it did sometimes become just a bit too hot and, during the dry season, you had to be careful not to waste a single drop of precious water. But the fresh air, open spaces, and visits to the game reserves made it all worthwhile. 

     Sometimes, during the school holidays, both she and Margaret were able to accompany their father on his field trips to the more remote villages, leaving their mother free of family responsibilities and able to devote more time to her voluntary work. Shortly after Mary’s thirteenth birthday Tom announced that he needed to make one of these excursions, and asked the girls if they would like to join him. “Yes please,” they responded in unison, but none of them could have known that this would be the last one they would make together.

     Next day, after collecting the equipment they’d need to camp out in the bush, they squeezed it into the back of their four-wheel-drive vehicle. After a two-hour journey over unmade roads, they erected the large tent they would share and the girls then unpacked the camp beds and portable cooking stove. Tom tried never to leave his daughters alone, being aware of potential intrusions by both the animals and the less savoury members that populate any society. If he had to be away from the camp for any length of time, he always left the two-way radio with them so they could contact the regional office in an emergency.

      From as far back as she could remember, Mary had loved music, and always delighted in the sound of African singing. She marvelled at the way one member of a group could strike up a melody, and immediately the others joined in, sometimes in harmony. It was a gift she wished she had herself. Not only was it harmonious, but it was also emotional, usually more sad than happy. But there was another emotion that invaded the music on certain occasions, which she was to experience sooner than she could have anticipated.  

     “Daddy, why don’t we organise a choir competition between members of different villages?” Mary asked during breakfast the next morning. “I’m sure everyone would enjoy this, and we certainly would.” 

     Tom considered this for a few moments before replying. It would mean bringing members from different villages together in one place. In the past there had been skirmishes and disagreements between the various communities, especially when competing for game during hunting trips. Would such an event help to bring about future cooperation, or would it just exacerbate the rivalry? “It’s a great idea, Mary,” he eventually replied. “But it might not be as easy to organise as you think. I’ll have a word with the local chief to see what he has to say.”   

     Mary still remembered how, all those years ago, she had tried to keep herself busy tidying up the tent and chatting to Margaret. Once she’d entered the era of the teenager, she took pride in adopting the role of homemaker when they were away from their mother. But it was hard for her to remain calm when she was impatient to hear what her father had to say when he came back from his meeting.

     It was lunchtime before Tom at last returned. “Sorry it’s taken so long, Mary, but the Chief didn’t want to give me an answer before consulting with the tribal elders. I just carried on with my work and then went back to see him a few minutes ago.”

     “And what did he say?” Mary asked, unable to wait any longer. 

    “He’s agreed, and will send messengers to the heads of the surrounding villages. But he shares our concerns that what is meant to be a friendly competition may end up being a battle.”

     Mary gave a big smile. “Thank you, daddy. I’m still glad the Chief agreed, and we must just try to keep it all friendly.”

     “Of course we must,” her father said. “We can hope that a peaceful contest like this will encourage the different villagers to cooperate in more important ways such as sharing food and water, and helping each other when there’s illness or a fire.”       

     “Or even providing a school for all the children in the area,” added Mary.

     For the girls, it was like waiting impatiently for Christmas, but the day of the choir contest finally dawned and the contestants from the villages started to arrive. “Daddy, why are the men dressed in warrior outfits and carrying assegai spears and shields?” Mary asked, a puzzled expression replacing her usual smile.

     “Don’t worry about this,” Tom assured his daughters, seeing the consternation on their faces. “They bring these weapons with them so they can beat them together to add rhythm to their singing.”  

     Everyone assembled around a large area in the middle of the village. At one side a goat had been slaughtered and was being roasted on an open fire. Mary noticed there were several buckets of liquid placed nearby, and some of the men dipped beakers into them and drank the contents. “What are they drinking?” she asked her father. 

     “That’s the local beer,” he replied. “They buy a powder from the local store, tip into a bucket overnight, and it’s ready the next day. I tried it once but it was too rough for me.”  

     It was the ladies who gave their performances first, all dressed in their traditional colourful robes. Mary was delighted to once again hear those wonderful, spontaneous harmonies, steeped in emotion, which just seemed to flow naturally. What a pity she couldn’t understand the words, but it sounded to her as if these were religious offerings, maybe lamenting hardships from the past and hopes for better things to come. Everyone was well behaved, and applauded each other with their customary raised hands and whoops of appreciation.

     Next came the men. The group from the home village marched into the area in single file, chanting, stamping their feet and banging their assegais against the shields to a rhythmic beat. Feeling the need for protection, little Margaret moved closer to Tom and her elder sister. “They seem pretty warlike,” Mary said to her father, sensing the aggression in the men’s actions.

     “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about it,” he replied. “These dances are just like play acting; they’re substitutes for the real thing, or sometimes recreations of past conquests. Things are more civilised these days.” 

     The warriors formed a circle, and their shouting, stamping and banging continued with even greater energy. Eventually the performance ended and they marched away to enthusiastic applause from their supporters. A group from the next village entered. It was clear from the onset they were intent on demonstrating even more aggression then had their opponents, and they also had had more time to imbibe the beer. Their shouting, stamping and waving of weapons was carried out with frantic vigour, before they also eventually made their exit.

     Despite enjoying the singing earlier by the ladies, Mary was starting to doubt if this competition was a good idea. With her younger sister clinging to her for reassurance, she said, “Daddy, how many more groups are there to perform?”

     “This is the last one,” Tom answered, as a very wild-looking stream of warriors entered the area. “Our chief invited more, but only two of them agreed to come.”

     This group were spoiling for a fight. No doubt fortified by generous quantities of the home brew. The rivalry that was normally kept under control now burst through unchecked. After a brief but frenzied dance, the leader started shouting aggressively at the other performers. Although Mary had only picked up a few words of the local tongue, it was obvious he was mocking the other competitors, and challenging them to a confrontation.

     Unable to resist, some of the other warriors responded by entering the area and hurling insults at their opponents. Tom was now starting to become concerned himself, and decided to intervene. “You go back to the vehicle and lock yourself inside,” he said to his two daughters. “I’m going to try and calm things down a bit.”

     Despite Mary’s plea for him to just leave the warring factions to it, their father walked into the middle of the group and held up his hands. “Please calm down, my friends,” he said in a loud voice. “This is a peaceful and friendly competition. You are all winners, so why don’t we all go and enjoy the food that’s been prepared for us.”

      The girls were half way back to the car, but then turned round to see their father surrounded by warriors who were shouting and menacingly waving their spears. Suddenly he fell, clutching his right shoulder. They immediately ran back and straight into the arena. The sight of their wounded visitor caused the men to retreat far enough for his daughters to pass unhindered. 

“Daddy, daddy,” Mary screamed. “You’ve been hurt.”  

     Tom held a handkerchief against his shoulder to try and staunch the blood flow. Attempting a smile he said, “Don’t worry, I’ll be alright. Let’s just get to the vehicle together. There’s a first aid kit there to bandage the assegai wound.”

     With an effort, Mary and Margaret helped their father to his feet, and carefully managed to walk him back to the car. Tom was clearly suffering, but a large swab secured tightly with strips of plaster did control the bleeding for the moment. Once this was done, he reached for the two-way radio and relayed the situation to the duty operator at the regional office. “Are you able to drive?” the official asked.

     “I think so, but it’s a two-hour, bumpy journey so I’m not sure how far I’ll get,” he replied.

     “Well you set off, and we’ll send an ambulance with a spare driver to meet you half way.”

     “Daddy, what about the tent and all the equipment we’ve left in it?” Mary said, as her father started the car and slowly drove away with just one hand on the steering wheel.”

     “Those can be replaced, but you two can not,” he answered. “I need to get you safely away from this dangerous place.”

     They drove on, but it was clear that Tom was in pain and gradually weakening. “I’m so sorry I asked you to arrange the music competition,” Mary said, trying to hold back the tears. “All this trouble only happened because of me.”

     “Please don’t think that,” her father replied gently. “It was a good idea, and it could have helped relationships rather than made them worse,” he added, his voice starting to weaken.

     They continued in silence, but after another half an hour Tom managed to stop the car just before he lapsed into unconsciousness. Margaret was sobbing and obviously frightened. “What are we going to do? Is daddy going to die?”

     Mary realised she had to take control, and cuddled her little sister. “Don’t cry, Margaret, the ambulance from the office will be here soon, and I’m sure they’ll take good care of daddy.”

* * * 

     The noise of Sophie and Charlie running back into the house hoping for a chocolate biscuit suddenly brought Mary back to the present day. “Just run along and play for a few more minutes,” she said. “I’ll bring some milk and biscuits out to you soon.”

     As she walked into the kitchen, the memory of that fateful day remained with her. Yes, the ambulance did arrive mercifully soon afterwards, and the medics carefully lifted her father into it. The spare driver took the girls home to their mother, Louise, in their own four-wheel car.  

   Although Tom recovered from his wound, the assegai point had been dipped in poison similar to that obtained from the foxglove plant. It caused a weakness in his heart function. He never made any more field trips but continued working in the regional office for as long as he had the strength to do so.

     Sadly, the disability brought about his death a year later. His body was cremated while they were still in Africa, and Louise had the ashes sealed inside the fancy wooden box that now resided on her sideboard back in England. 

     Mary wondered again if little Sophie was ready to hear the truth. Had her father still been here, he would no doubt have been able to answer many of the questions his granddaughter asked. But although he was not with them in person, his remains were, so perhaps her grandmother is right in just pointing to the wooden box and saying ‘ask him’. 

 


Alpha-Foxtrot-Bravo

 

Again, Jake pressed the microphone transmit button. “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday, this is alpha-foxtrot-bravo, come in please,” he said, trying to mask the anxiety now starting to show in his voice. When he’d trained for his private pilot’s licence, the instructor had repeatedly emphasised the need to avoid panicking during an emergency, as it could so easily interfere with a person’s ability to think clearly.

     His passenger, Millie, didn’t share her boyfriend’s apparent composure. “We’re going to die, I know it,” she cried out. “Why doesn’t someone answer?” 

    The speaker continued to emit only the crackling sounds of radio static. “I’m sure they will soon,” he replied, not altogether convincingly. “We’re just over a hundred miles from Miami; if they can’t hear us there then the control tower at Nassau should pick us up.”

     Jake was starting to wonder if it had been a good idea to join the syndicate of five college graduates who had decided to buy the twin-engine Cessna 310. The boys had met whilst studying at the University of Central Florida, and had joined the local flying club. He’d always been passionate about flying, and had jumped at the opportunity to take lessons and obtain a private pilot’s licence.

      Once they were qualified to fly, and their studies were over, the group remained in contact and agreed to share the cost of an affordable, second-hand aircraft. But being new graduates they had little money to spare. The fifteen-year-old, four-seater was budget price; despite its age it looked to be in good condition and had a certificate of airworthiness. The syndicate members had little hesitation in snapping it up.

     They had drawn up a rota to ensure that each co-owner had equal opportunity to fly the plane, and it was now Jake’s turn again. He was keen to impress his new girlfriend but Millie was initially reluctant to accept his invitation. She eventually succumbed to the young man’s persistence. If only I’d not yielded and was now safe on terra firma, she lamented. But this was not the case – she was 8,000 feet up in the sky in a small, unreliable aircraft.

     “The smoke pouring from the engine on the left is getting worse,” Millie yelled. “You must do something.”

     “I’m trying to hold the aircraft steady,” Jake replied, reaching for the microphone. “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday, this is alpha-foxtrot-bravo, fifty miles east of Nassau. We have engine failure. If anyone can hear me, please respond.”

     Turning to Millie he said, “I’m using the distress frequency and I’m sure someone will hear us now that we’re getting closer to The Bahamas.”

      A voice broke through the static coming from the speaker. “Alpha-foxtrot-bravo, this is Nassau control tower. What is your status?” 

     Millie burst into tears. With an effort, Jake managed to avoid doing the same, realising that tears of relief might be premature. Trying to keep his voice steady he responded, “Hello Nassau, this is alpha-foxtrot-bravo. Glad you picked up my call for help. I’m in a Cessna 310 with one passenger. The port engine is emitting smoke and losing power.”

     “Understood. What is your flight plan?”

     “We left Miami at twelve-hundred hours on a course for Nassau where we would land, have lunch, and then return to base.” 

     Jake’s report was interrupted by Millie shouting, “I can now see flames coming from the engine; we’re going to die!”

     “I heard that,” the air traffic controller said. “You’re not showing on my radar screen yet; what is your current position?”  

     “After climbing to 8,000 feet we’ve been cruising for an hour. I estimate we’re less than fifty miles from your airport. Normally it would take about twenty minutes to reach you, but I’m losing both height and speed due to the engine failure.” 

     There was a pause before any response, and Jake assumed the controller was discussing options with other members of his team. Eventually the speaker sprang into life again. “Acknowledged, alpha-foxtrot-bravo. You’ve just appeared on our radar, so we can now track your progress. We shall ensure all emergency services are standing by. Please continue to report your status, and good luck.”

     Jake used all he had been taught to try and keep the aircraft level and maintain speed, but it was a losing battle. He looked at the instrument panel. “I see we’re now down to 6,000 feet and still forty miles from the airport,” he commented.

     Knowing that Nassau Control was aware of their situation had a calming effect on Millie, but there was no escaping the danger they were in. She also realised that Jake needed all the support she could give him if they were to come through this situation alive. “Are we going to make it to the landing strip, or crash before we reach it?” she asked as calmly as she could.

     “I’ll do my best, but can’t be sure; it’ll be touch and go depending on whether or not I can maintain sufficient altitude,” he replied. “I’m really sorry this has happened, Millie. It was meant to be a romantic day out, but my attempt to impress you has backfired.”   

     She put her hand on his shoulder. “Just don’t worry about that for the moment, Jake; once this is all over we can have all the romantic days out we want. Mind you, for me to accept an invitation to fly into the Bermuda Triangle was asking for trouble!” she said, trying to end with a laugh that didn’t quite materialise.

     “Don’t believe all those stories about the Triangle, it’s just a series of coincidences . . .”

     He was interrupted by the radio. “Alpha-foxtrot-bravo, this is Nassau airport control. The emergency services have been alerted. Please report your status.”

     Jake pressed the transmit button. “We’re losing altitude at an increasing rate. I’ve stepped up the power on the starboard engine, but it’s now starting to overheat. You’ll see from the radar that we’re still twenty-five miles from the airport, and have dropped to 2,000 feet.”

     “Understood,” the controller acknowledged. “We’ve been monitoring your situation and it appears unlikely you will reach the runway. Rather than risk crashing on a housing area, we request you set a course over the sea and approach Old Fort Bay from the north. If you’re too low to continue to the airport, you must take your chance and come down in the sea.”  

     “Will do; changing course now. We are now down to less than 1,000 feet. It’ll be a close call.”

     “Acknowledged. Please keep the transmission open so we can remain in contact.”     

     Jake quickly went through the emergency procedures he’d learned during his training, and Millie wisely allowed him to concentrate without distraction. They rounded the western peninsula and then turned south for the final approach to the airport. “I think we might just make the landing strip,” he said, both to the controller and Millie. 

     But then disaster struck. The starboard engine shut down. With no power, the aircraft rapidly descended toward the ocean. He just had time to shout, “Brace yourself – we’re going down!” before they hit the water with a massive jolt.

     The cockpit rapidly started to fill with water. Jake released his seat belt and struggled vainly to open the side door. The water came up over his head and he felt himself losing consciousness.

* * *

     “Let’s pull him into the boat,” the rescue captain instructed one of his crew members. “But he doesn’t seem to be breathing.” Millie then clambered aboard and immediately started to administer mouth to mouth resuscitation. “Is it working?” he asked.

     “Not yet,” she snapped.   

     Jake suddenly coughed and regurgitated a large quantity of water. He opened his eyes. The first thing he saw were the lips of his girlfriend, inches from his own. “What happened?” he spluttered.

     “We crashed. I managed to open the door on my side and then dragged you clear just in time before the plane sank,” she replied with a smile. 

     “Thank you for saving my life, Millie,” he said weekly, and with just a hint of embarrassment. “But how were you able to do all this with the cockpit full of water?”

     “Whilst you were playing with aeroplanes during your college years, I was in the university endurance swimming team winning trophies. I had no problem holding my breath until I could pull you to safety and keep you afloat until the boat arrived – fortunately very quickly.”

     “All right you two, it’s a good job the control tower immediately ordered the launch of the life boat when they realised you were coming down,” the Captain interjected. “We’re now returning to our base at Love Beach, and I’ll ask the doctor there to check you both out.” 

* * * 

     “You two were lucky to escape with just a few bruises,” the doctor reported when they were safely back shore. “But I suggest you rest up for a day or two before returning to Miami.”    

     “Thanks doc,” Jake said, now much recovered. “But tell me, is Love Beach the real name for this place?”

     “Indeed it is. It’s one of the closest beaches to the airport.”

     Jake smiled and took Millie’s hand. “Love Beach, hmm, maybe the Bermuda Triangle did us a favour after all!”

 

 


The Explorer’s Report

 

Byamee stood up. It was his turn. “O Venerable Leader, may I present to you this report of my expedition to explore new worlds,” he said, handing over a magnetic disc. The Leader inserted it into the reader and then sat back to listen to the account of what the explorer had to say.   

* * *

I went alone to the blue planet that I later learned the local population calls Earth. It is a long way from our own world, but I was maintained in a cryostatic state until my capsule entered its solar system. When circulating the globe, I spotted a large island surrounded by water and steered toward the middle of it. There, standing proud on the flat terrain, was a large red mountain. I set a course and landed on top of it.

     There was no sign of any intelligent life forms. I left the capsule and set up camp so I could take my time surveying this new territory. Looking into the far distance across the plain, I could just make out a range of red-rock domes in the distance to break the monotony.         

     Unlike our own planet, this one had only a single nearby star. When it dropped below the horizon, it was very dark and I could feel the cold. I had to go back inside the capsule to keep warm. Eventually the sun rose again, so I could emerge and plan my exploration.

     I firstly walked around the top of this red mountain. It was largely barren, with just occasional clumps of green foliage growing from cracks in the rock. But then I came across pools of water that must have been filled by the rain, because there was no evidence of any spring to supply them. Inside several of them were small living creatures with rounded bodies and long tails. I picked some of them up, and they did no harm to me.

     My next plan was to descend to the plain. Surely these primitive little aquatic animals were not the only form of life on this planet, and I needed to see if there was anything more advanced. I looked for a pathway that would lead me safely down. When I found such a route and looked along it, I was unprepared for what I saw.

     There, in the distance coming up toward me, was a line of living creatures. Was I in danger? Would I be seen as a threat that must be eliminated immediately? All I could do was stand and watch as they came closer. When it was possible to distinguish more detail, it was clear they were bipeds, walking on two limbs just like we do, and they also had two forelimbs.

     Although there appeared to be other features that suggested a similar evolution to our own species, I still did not know if they would be aggressive toward me. Assuming that creatures so advanced as those drawing ever closer must have a way of communicating, I quickly went to collect the universal translation unit from the capsule. When I returned, they had reached the top of the hill.

     I could now see them clearly. Indeed they were not vastly different from us in appearance, although their head and facial features were not identical to ours. What should I do, I wondered: stand boldly where I was, or find myself some protection in case of an attack?

     Holding the translator in front of me, I stood my ground but hoped that my stance did not appear threatening. To my surprise, when the group of six individuals reached me, they knelt down and silently bowed their heads. Trusting that my words would be understood I said, “Greetings, my name is Byamee. Please do stand up so that we can see each other.” 

     The universal translator must have been working, because they immediately stood up, and the one who seemed to be leader started to speak. His skin was a dark brown colour, not light like ours. Although he also had two eyes, and a mouth where his voice came from, there was a protuberance in the middle of his face. On top of his head was a mass of short dark hair, and not a ring of spikes like we have.  

     “My Lord Byamee, my name is Dundalli, and I am the chief of our tribe. We are honoured that you have at last come to visit us.”

     “I am puzzled,” I replied. “Why did you think I would come, and how did you know I was here?”

     “My Lord, we have often given thanks to our creator god, and prayed that he would one day come down from his throne on high and visit us. We saw your chariot arrive in the sky and land on this mountain.”   

     I was faced with a dilemma. Should I tell them I was just an explorer from another world far away, and risk them becoming angry, possibly even hostile? Or should I let them continue to believe I was their god, and be sure of being treated with respect? I concluded that it would be best to just avoid this question, at least for the moment, until some measure of trust had been formed between us.  

     “Dundalli, my desire is to learn more about your world and its people,” I said. “I would be pleased if you could teach me about this place, and take me to where you live.”   

     “We shall certainly do as you ask,” he replied. “I know the wishes of my people will be rewarded when they can see you for themselves.” 

     “Very well,” I responded. “But first you must rest from your long journey up the mountain. Whilst we are sitting, you can tell me the name of this place.”

     They made themselves comfortable, glad to have the chance to pause for a while before making the downward journey.

     This is the land of Australia,” Dundalli began. “We are the Aboriginal people, and some of us came from the Torres Strait Islands to the north. Our ancestors journeyed to this country many thousands of years ago. This mountain is called Uluru, and from this day it will be sacred, the place where you, our god, came to visit us.

     Again I resisted the temptation to say I was just a simple explorer from another planet. Instead I asked, “So do all the inhabitants of your land have the same appearance as yourselves?”    

     “My Lord, I have been told there are many languages and shades of skin colour in the world, but all people are formed much the same as we are.”

     “That is interesting, and perhaps I shall be able to meet some of these others whilst I am here. But are we ready to descend the mountain now?”

     The party moved toward the path and I followed. As we walked, Dundalli pointed out several caves. He said these provided refuge for climbers when they were caught in a storm, and that others sometimes come to paint pictures on the walls.   

     When we finally reached the plain below, a large crowd of people were there waiting for us, waving and singing. They did not come close enough to touch, but stopped a few paces away from me and became silent. Just as Dundalli and his party had done when they reached the top of the mountain, they all knelt down and bowed their heads.

     This time I understood why they had done this, and spoke into the translator. “Please stand up, and let us greet each other. I have come a long way to meet you.”     

     Dundalli then called three individuals to come forward. “My Lord Byamee, may I present to you my wife Kirra, my son Calute, and daughter Yindi.” Like all the others I had seen, their clothing was simple – a cloth around the waist for the men, and a longer garment for the women. Despite what I had just asked, they started to kneel down in front of me, but I gestured to them to remain upright.

     “I am pleased to meet you,” I said, trying to put them at their ease. “Would you all like to guide me around your settlement and show me where you live?”  

     We went to the chief’s house first. It was an oblong hut made of wood, and the roof was covered with foliage. Some of the other dwellings were formed by bending lengths of cane into domes or ridges, and covering them with what I was told were palm leaves. There were people cooking outside on open fires.

     I asked Dundalli what food they ate. “We are hunters,” he said proudly, taking a long stick with a pointed end from his hut. “With these spears, and our bows and arrows, we kill the animals we find on our expeditions. Also, we gather plants that we find growing in the bush.”

     We came to a man sitting on the ground. He had a pot of brown
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