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Dream

The turning key in the door to his office made no sound. Bernard Bowers stepped in on the thick carpet. His office was his domain, and it helped him to get a grip on the situation he was currently in. Not himself, but his company. For that matter, he was his company, as it was the family business his father had started 20 years ago. Bernard thought about him a lot, especially these days as the company’s state felt as a personal failure.

When his father died, twelve years ago, he had insisted on a new office and the shape. The office he was in was large and oval. He hated corners. It reminded him how all others had proposed against it, but now that he was the director, he used the privileges that came with it. It worked also for the selected dark colours. Bernard believed he was the light, and thus the rest could remain in dark tones. The colours were also selected to have two paintings blend in easily. A Cézanne and one painting from Picasso. One of them on the left side on the longest wall, the other opposite of it. Both radiated the quality that Bowers Builders tried to accomplice.

The handmade carpet Bernard was walking on was thick with unclear lines in it. No repetitiveness to be found in the lines.

On the other end there was a bottom to top window where Bernard stopped and stared out of. The window was flat, too much dismay of Bernard. After several trials to have a bend window in place, all broke during installation, he ordered for a flat one. During days at the office, when things wouldn’t work out in his favor, he would curse about the window as it made him all the more clear that he was not a hundred percent perfect.

The view from it was still great.

Bernard looked at the other buildings. Some of them occupied, others empty as the renters hadn’t made it through the bad economy during the World War II period. Some spots left open that allowed him to view the trees of the woods starting outside of town. From here he could see the last snow on the mountain and nearly hear the crisp sounds of the cold streams of water formed by the melting ice. The view helped to get his thoughts in good order.

His company, Bowers Builders, was now in deep trouble. Financially there was a big problem with paying all the suppliers. Bernard knew he had to come up with a plan to bend the problems in the opposite direction. His plan was to invest heavily in a new building. His dream of the building was that it was not following a trend in building but pushing a new trend. It had all to do with using the latest technology and some crazy thoughts on what it would look like. Bernard wanted to make a statement, to set a benchmark.

Sure, banks were not enthusiastic, neither some investors he had been talking to lately. Bernard would prove them being wrong. As would he prove his wife, who couldn’t believe him when he unfolded the plan to her.

Bernard shook his head. He just didn’t follow the ones opposite his plan. The idea was good, the result would be even better. Bernard had always had bizarre ideas. He could still hear his father say to him, ‘Dismiss your ideas, they are way too awkward. Listen to the customer, they pay our bills, not your ideas’. His thoughts were on the other side of the spend and receive spectrum. The new building would bring in cash soon and thrive the company to what it used to be before the war.

That didn’t mean he neglected all the remarks he got on his idea. He felt the pressure of the money to be made. Hence, he looked for places that cost him too much right now and downgraded that. ‘Save money to spend it in a bigger way’, was one of his sayings. Nobody would stop him from getting the new building.

He turned away from the window and looked at yesterday’s Toronto Daily that had not been swapped for a newer edition by his secretary. Headlines reflected the company’s position it was in. ‘Johnson Power invests in a new plant’, ‘War got them to their knees’ and ‘Is economic spring unfolding?’.

While taking a seat at the desk, Bernard thought about the meeting that would start this morning. The top man of the architect bureau would come by and discuss the price of designing the building. It would be an intense getting together as it meant that he had to somehow, decrease the price that the architect wanted to have. Bernard dealt with several of these situations before, but now it was really one of the most important that he would have as this might make or break the backbone of his company. Breaking it and Bowers Builders would go down like so many other companies that tried to get back on track after the war. That was a real nightmare to Bernard.

He turned up his head and looked at the painting by Cézanne. He admired the two men upon it and their attitude in their card game. Focus on their eyes and posture.

‘That’s just what I need, focus. That is enough to get me through, to get all things going. The momentum will start, and all will follow. The money will come in, the work, the prestige, the new customers. Ultimately, it may even save my marriage.’

Bernard stood up and while doing so he slammed his fist on the desk saying out loud: “That’s what we do, that’s what we are, we are the best and we build the best.”

No matter how loudly he would have said it, the carpet and the non-reflecting walls kept the room to an absolute quiet.

Bernard straightened his back. Pushed his tie in the correct position and just stood looking at the framed picture of the card players. Touching the fabric of the silk tie and his woollen suite relaxed him a bit.

“Focus, focus.” He repeated.

His secretary opened the door.

“Your visitor is here. Can I invite monsieur Caron to come in?”




— ♦ —


The man smiled at the secretary while he steped in the office. His proud type of walking made up for the short size he was. At most one meter sixty. Bernard had learned to know him as an honoust person, that did what he promissed. Bowers Builders had worked with Arthur Caron's architect bureau in the past and the majority of their common projects had resulted in buildings with a statement and next to that a nice profit.

Bernard extended his hand as he walked up to Arthur.

"Please have a seat, my friend".

"Always a pleasure to be here. Especially now that we are nearing the closing of our discussions on design an price."

Coffee was brought in, while both men seated themselves.

Arthur took blueprints out of his leather briefcase and placed them in front of him. He unfolded the main blueprint that showed the new building from the front.

"I'm ancious to see how, the latest changes, reflect in the blueprints. Please point them out."

Arthur pointed at them and mentioned the changes applied. The other blueprints where unfolded and placed on top or besides the first one. Soon the table turned white of all the paper.

Bernard eyes twinkeled.

"Nice. That is all I can say. This reflects what I want to see in this new building, this monumental site."

He overlooked the sheets one more time and let out a sigh.

"Let's go through the figures. Most important one the cost."

Arthur rummiged through the papers still in his briefcase.

"Be prepared that these changes are not cheap." He said, while he handed over one sheet with columns and rows and a bold figure at the bottom.

“No way, that is way too much money.” Bernard Bowers stated abruptly after he read the expected amount for the development of the ten story building in Toronto. 

“I don’t think it will become less than that, monsieur Bowers.” 

The air was already heavy of the smoke of the cigars of both men, but now got unbearable with the anger of Bernard. Every time an estimation came up from an external party he had gone in a rage and got a lower amount in the negotiations. “What do you mean? That it is the absolute figure?” Bernard looked straight at the person in his grey suite. 

After some time and a stare down moment, the answer came. 

“To be honest, it would surprise me if that amount would be sufficient. We are only talking about the design itself. Keep in mind that, monsieur Bowers, that the area was bought, prepared, and later we are constructing the building. You have said it yourself, you wanted a grand design with not only future looks but also with the latest design elements included. You are the one that stated that this should be the new benchmark regarding buildings in Toronto and a wide circle.

W’ve gone over the drawings multiple times and had to change them every time. Not smaller changes, but large and complex adjustments. I understand what you say if you find it too much money, but spent it well as with the current design and, Bowers Builders will be once again the top building company. It will settle the name of the company with the building as a true mark of new building structures in no time. Especially with the economy up and rising, you should not see this as a pure cost, but as a marketing effort with a giant response.” 

Not ready to be overwhelmed with the slick talk of the executive, Bernard answered: “That might be true, but according to me you are trying to turn your internal problems in cost for me. Next to this, when this building is ready the giant response will most likely have a better value for your company then for mine. Do something with the cost. Lower it. Make sure that we can commence working again together as I see potential in a partnership.” 

Arthur turned his head away from Bernard, ignoring him and turning into what looked a thoughtful moment. He looked outside to the clouds and the rain that fell out of it. 

Bernard thought ‘His suite is as grey as outside, is his thought just as grey? Nothing exciting in that brain. Does he always have to think that long about a proposal?’ 

“Come on,” Bernard said.

“You come here with a price. I think that you are right in stating that the new building has a marketing potential. You also know that it will have an effect on Caron Architects. For sure there will be more companies or individuals that want designs from you. I want to have my company to grow. It would surprise me if you wouldn’t want the same. Make that decision. Allow yourself into something that will be big. What is holding you back? Do you want your partners or your complete executive team to back you while you own the company?”

Arthur didn't react. He felt the rush in his body and inhaled deeply from his cigar. The tip glowed up.

Bernard continued.

“Let’s turn Toronto upside down and give it a total new look with new buildings of great allure."

A large balloon of smoke appeared when Arthur exhailed.

"We both know that the market is ready. How long will it take you to come back with an answer? You better be back before others step into this opportunity that Toronto is."

Arthur Caron slowly turned his head back to Bernard. The right corner of his mouth had turned up into something like a smile. 

“You do have a point that others might be talking about us as well when the building is ready. However that is an uncertainty. I don’t like that. I’d like to have more security. Security that Bowers Building can give me. More customers from your side as they need an architect. You will tell them, and in the market, that Caron Architects is the company to be selected when it comes to designing the future. Your building will be the evidence of that.” Arthur spoke slowly at the start and increased the speed of talking. 

One way or the other Bernard had lightened the heart of Arthur and now all seemed to come out in a waterfall of words. 

“If you belief that you will gain from a partnership as well as I do.” Said Bernard. 

“Let’s set aside the money thing. We will pay half the amount you mentioned and in return Bowers Builders will only speak about your company and hardly mention other architects. I will go as far as to, not accept work if Caron is not in the lead as architects for any project.” 

‘What a pile of shit am I telling here only to get something from that money going away. If I pull this one off, I can push the left over money into another painting.’ Was the thought of Bernard. He leaned over the table that divided the two men. He stretched towards Arthur to get full attention. 

“I do believe in this symbiosis. Your work and mine, intertwined as one. I do envision that both companies are adding value to each other. I do believe that Toronto is ready for a team like ours. I do understand there is a risk, but it is a small one. Come on, just do this, Arthur. Do this for yourself, for me, for Toronto.” Bernard tried to make himself as big as possible, just to emphasize the points he made to Arthur. 

“Ok, I’m in with this setup, but I have one other condition next to the fact that my company will be your only architect.” Arthur said while looking directly in the eyes of Bernard. 

Bernard didn’t have any problems with the staring eyes of Arthur. Now and then he would have to speak up to customers that claimed that Bowers Builders had done a bad job. Towering over the customer and straight stares had in the majority led to a subdued customer. 

“I’m not happy with another condition. I already made a good deal for you and me. However, I don’t want you to think I’m not willing to listen anymore. Tell it to me. What is it what you want?” Bernard asked. 

Arthur stood up, walked to the other side of the table. Looked upon Bernard who was still sitting. He walked further and stood still in front of the painting with the simple subject. Two men, both with hats. Each on one side of a table with a cloth on it. It looked like a table in a bar as a bottle of wine with a loose cork was on the table. Glasses not to be seen. The men each held some playing cards. It was the painting by Cézanne. 

Arthur looked to it and said, “I see this painting as how we will be. We are trying to win. Both. We are opponents as we are each on one side of the table, but yet we need each other. We can’t play without the other. Sure, we can sit across another player, but it will be the same setting. We need both to play the game. We are the players. The game is Toronto."

Arthur turned to look at Bernard.

"My condition is that I want to look at this painting in my office, every day, as a security for our game. You will not have to pay me for the design, which is now on the table unless you refuse to give me the painting.” 

‘No, no, not my Cézanne. Not The Card Players."

'That was the most expensive painting of the two in his office. Why would I give that to this person, this fox, this thief?’ Were the first thoughts of Bernard. 

Bernard stood up. Walked over to Arthur and stood still next to Arthur, to have a look at the painting. Arthur turned his face to see it as well.

Bernard thought: ‘Damn it, how does this man know that I’m over my head in the shit. Now that the company is going downhill, he comes in and claims the most valuable painting in his possession. Had someone talked about the financial crises that his company was in? Bowers Builders had some bad years, but Bernard firmly believed in investing money in unexpected items. Building a new office was only to show the world that Bowers Builders was still alive and kicking and not only that, it was doing a good job. How on earth could he release the painting from this very wall and hand it over, so this weasel can see it every day? Still, I need to do this as I want to move on and have the new building. It is not something that concerns investors in the company as the painting is my own.’ 

“You can have it for a year. On loan. After that it returns to the place where it belongs: in my office.” Bernard said while still looking at the painting. 

“Make that two years and I’m your man.” was Arthur’s short answer. 

Bernard turned his body towards Arthur, who did the same. They looked each other in the eyes. 

While Bernard reach out his hand to Arthur, he thought, ‘This man is clever, better to have him next to me than against me.’ 

Arthur took the hand of Bernard while thinking, ‘Got you. Got the painting and within two years, I make sure  the painting is mine.’ 

While their hands closed, they looked at each other and Arthur said: “Wise decision Bernard. We will be ruling the building world in Toronto and in a wide circle around that.”






— ♦ —


Bernard sat down at his desk and looked at the Cézanne. He had bought The Card Players roughly ten years ago. Bernard had always seen it as a personal victory, that he had been able to buy it. It had been auctioned and via his agent he had won the bid. He had paid way to much he had been thinking back then. Now he knew better. It had been an insane good investment. The few other Cézannes that had been offered on auctions had been sold for far more. All the news around those auctions had also included a lot of media that checked the various other paintings of Cézanne. The Card Players was at least halve its price higher than when he had bought it. He had treasured it. Now his stomach started to reverse with the thought of loosing it. Why did he throw it in as playing money while the painting meant so much to him. It was his first major investment in paintings. 

The painting from Picasso had only followed six years later. Bernard cursed to himself, "What the hell, why did I do that, damn it. I have to save it someway or another. It must remain in the family."

Bernard looked around in his office. A few lights were on and his secretary had left at her regular time at 5:30. Hardly any noise came into the room. Looking around his mind ran of to how his dad had started as a craftsman and had combined his commercial views with the handy hands of others. Slowly but steadily the company had been growing. In a city like Toronto there was enough to build. The outskirts where found in a wider circle every year. Bowers Builders had been in a good flow and when his father died, Bernard became owner of the company with 1350 employees and massive projects on its way. Time showed that Bernard was not all that good a businessman. 

Bowers Builders had been going downhill from the moment that he had taken the leadership task. Bernard had known at moments that he had to let go of a sales situation and have the account managers do their job. His attitude during sales processes had cost them a fair amount of projects. The new office building had been an idea of the marketing director and as Bernard was only thinking on the glorious side of the business, he was an easy target for the marketing director to get him to his knees. Bernard had not waisted time and had soon after that he had the first designs were shown and now the costs.

"Damn it, why is this happening to me over and over again?" He shouted.

No one to listen, no one who would reflect anything or at least hold a mirror in front of him. 'At home.' Bernard thought. 'There is my mirror, that woman that is costing me a shitload of money. I don't know when she is satisfied. She is hardly going to help me. Well she is not to blame, it is me who makes the decisions here, so she is not at all entitled to say anything about it. But she will have to cut the spending. I will make damn sure that she can't withdraw so much money from the bank anymore.'

'Home, why would I go there? Nothing for me to do there. Jenny is only moaning about other women and how far better of they are. Well no longer from now on. I will head home and tell her that straight away.'

With that thought, Bernard left the office and went of home or rather the house that he slept.




— ♦ —


Back at his car, Arthur knew he made the right decision to push it as far as he had done. He wanted to have Bernard to go for a partnership. All went very smoothly. Bernard thought he was tough, but that was nothing compared to what Arthur had in mind. The trickiest part had been the condition of the painting. Arthur knew that it was private property, but as he had heard on the street Bernard was not worth the painting. His company was on the brink of falling down. Arthur didn't mind at all. He had loved the old man, but his son, no Bernard was not worth a dime. And he, Arthur, would make sure that the last dollar and dime that Bernard had would be coming his way. Having said that, it was more then a dime as the painting's value was far more than Arthur had on his bank account. He had been working hard to get that money on the bank. He had sacrificed a lot for it. No personal life, hardly any spare time. Only to work, only to learn to make the best deals in the market. To design the best buildings. Arthur had always been like that. On his own, but while alone at his best. At least that was his own thought. Once in a while he had a girlfriend who had been falling for his English accent and nice clothes. Arthur had been selective on the girlfriends and only the tiny French speaking ladies had drawn his attention. He was not friendly to them at all, he made sure he would hurt them. Not in a physical way, never. He was gentle to the touch, but his mind and words were always in sync and he said just enough to bring most of the girls to their knees. None of them, he had ever seen twice. Al the better he had been thinking. He liked it as the girls behaved as his slaves. 'Would the world not look different if all girls were that to me.' Arthur had often wondered.

As he slid on the chair of the car he let a sigh go. The tension left him at once that he touched the leather interior of his Cadillac Eldorado. This was by far the best car, he ever had. With a broad smile on his face he turned the key of the ignition and left for the hotel he lived in.




— ♦ —


After Jenny Bowers left the nail studio she went to the hairdressers for her weekly social talk. The afternoon she would go to the art gallery for an opening. Jenny was highly liked at the openings as she was in most cases generous to the artist. No matter what style, she would buy something. If the artwork was more to her liking, she would buy several works and take options on other pieces. At first, for Jenny, it was not at all about the art. Ten years ago she hated art. She just could not see what was so great about it. She had gone to the galleries with Bernard for the opening parties and to meet other women who had the same high living standard as she. She made some friends there. Later that group of friends had steadily grown and now she knew nearly everyone who was called rich in town. As easily as that, she had dropped friends when they had been losing money and didn't show up anymore at the parties. She had, what she called, five art-sisters. Her favorite friends and closest to her heart. With her art-sisters she had been growing more enthusiastic about art in general and modern art in particular. These art-sisters would, after so many years, die for her. Jenny had noticed that, when she wanted a piece, but some bloke had bought it instead of her. Art-sister Angela had mentioned that she knew the guy from a one-night stand. That triggered Jenny to ask Angela to go after the guy and to make sure that he would return the art work to the gallery and request his money back. Angela didn't complain about her assignment. Angela had hated the fact that she had to get in contact with the guy, but that was well worth it as she would stay 'member' of the art-sisters. As such she was know in town as well and Angela had loved the sub name 'Angela Art-sister'. She had kept her promise and two weeks later the guy had returned the painting and Jenny could even buy it with a discount.

From that moment on, Jenny used her art-sisters more and more in a sinister way. She asked from them to get in contact with rich men and see if they possessed any art works which suited to Jenny's taste. It moved the world. The art-sisters worked for her. Jenny provided a perfect alibi for her 'sisters' as they would always be going somewhere or drinking wine at her place. Bernard was hardly at home, so Jenny had the house practically to herself.

The gallery, she would go to this afternoon, opened an exposition of a young guy by the name of Farnee Benso. Jenny learned that he was a free spirit painter. Could be interesting, she had thought, when she heard about the paintings from the gallery owner. Four art-sisters had joined her at her house, to get in some early drinks. Jenny told them that she was interested in one of the artist's paintings. No matter which one. Carefully they planned the steps to get one of the paintings. Two sisters would try to get in more close contact. A third would 'steal' the artist from them and go out with him. Jane had taken that last role, as it was some time ago that she had seen a man and next to that, she had some interest herself in free spirit painting, so she could communicate at his level. Using her knowledge, she would try to take him home and find out if any of the paintings could be taken easily. 

The afternoon at the gallery went by and Jane performed marvelous. Jenny had seen her leave the gallery at Benso's arm and by the looks of Benso he had seen something in her.

Jane was careful when she was at his house. While she pretended that she had to take care of female things, she looked around in the house. Hardly any painting could be seen as the most was at the gallery. While she could see that some walls were empty where normally a painting would hang, she only saw several in a room of which she had opened the door quietly.

"I'm in the bedroom, are you still coming or what?" Jane heard, from a distance. She closed the door of the room and tried to run as silently as possible to the bathroom. She entered it and voiced back, "Yeah, sure babe. Relax, I'm coming."

Jane had the water running and flushed the toilet. With only a tiny slip left on, she headed back to Benso. She entered the bedroom and heard a whistle from the artist laying in his bed. Now that he had removed his shirt, Jane looked at a man that wasn't too bad looking at all. Her hand found the light switch. Only a small stripe of light entered the room from outside. Just enough to see his chest and his face. The longing eyes were starring right at her body. It seemed like a bundle of intimate energy was flowing her way. Jane had not expected this at all. Her earlier idea was to just hangout with this artist and find out where he hided more paintings. If possible, get an impression of keys to the apartment and go out again. There was more with this Benso. He radiated softness and sure had a positive vibe around him. Jane shivered as she had not expected to have this feeling with a man again. 

'No, this is not what this should be. A check and say good bye would be the only thing.' Jane thought. Now her senses felt something different. Benso seemed to pull her in like a fisher would get in his caught fish.

'Make up your mind, Jane. What will it be, mind or body?' Crossed her brain. Lust was something she had no good word for, but this became overwhelming. She could not resist it anymore. Her body was all tense when she neared the bed, with ever so slow steps, using her figure to the maximum. Jane saw that Benso's eyes had gone wider and watched every movement of her. Jane bend her knees and stepped with one foot over Benso and slowly let her body decrease the distance between their bodies. When she touched Benso, Jane let go of any restrains and totally forgot why she even had come to this place.




— ♦ —


"You did what?" shouted Jenny when Jane told what had happened the night before.

"You were supposed to only get a key or something to get in the apartment and now you've spend the night with that dreadful painter?"

With more self-confidence then she had expected, Jane replied, "Yep, and it was a night I will not forget." She waited a while to build up the tension. "And you know why?"

"Let me guess, you have all butterflies in your stomach now." Jenny said in a sweet voice.

"Besides that, I have a key to his apartment and I have it, right here, in my pocket."

"Wait a minute, are you trying to tell us, that you stole a key from your one time lover?"

"Didn't steal it, during breakfast Benso mentioned that as a token of trust he gave it to me and made me promise to use it tonight."

Jane didn't tell her 3 other art-sisters that he would be waiting for her and they would spend the night again.

"Let me see it." Jenny said.

"Before I do that, I want to know what is in it for me. We have learned yesterday that Benso is a painter with a promising career. I want to benefit from it as well as I have to suffer a lot for this one." Jane said while raising her eyebrows and rolling her eyes up.

"What is in it for you? What do you think? Same as always, 10 percent of the value of the art piece that I finally get."

Jane was in a blunt mode and, while she earlier never had dared to say anything against Jenny, she replied, "So that leaves you with 60 percent again, of an amount that we can't control nor know up front. How do we even know you are not even lying about what the selling price is?"

Jenny started slowly, but the speed of her sentences went up quickly, "You know very well that my life is at stake here. I perform the selling and you don't have to do anything about that. I have the risk of being discovered first, as my face will be in the newspapers quickly enough if I have a stolen work for sale."

"You only sell at black markets and only pieces that have gained prices in 10 years. Your library of art must be overwhelming. Why not having us to learn what is in your store. We might even help you out to categorize all the objects. So you could easily know what you have and what can be sold." Jane replied.

"I have no need for any help. The only help I need and have asked from you all is, that you give me entrance to various objects to get in my possession. Nothing less, nothing more. It is my task to sell the piece. You can leave that up to me. Have I ever let you down with an amount not being paid?" Silence. "Well, have I?"

Jane put her hand in her pocket and pulled a key slowly out of it and showed it demonstrative.






Sharing

Bernard went home and felt the adrenaline rising as he would tell Jenny what he thought was best for both. As Jenny was always complaining, it would be good to make her aware of that once again and explain that he had the intention to make enhance their relation. A strange thought for Bernard as he knew that the coming months, years, would absorb a lot of working time. So, what would attract Jenny so much, that she would know, that what he would do, would benefit for them both?

Just before reaching home he quickly went over his thoughts again. She would react fiercely. Why would he have her walk over to him? It would come down to a battle, but now, now he didn't mind.

Bernard walked into the kitchen and heard Jenny had friends, as he heard voices that he nearly knew by mind. Her friends that came by ever so often. Normally he would ignore them and just go to his study.

"Hi everyone." He said when joining them. Some nods and a sarcastic smile from Jenny were the answers.

"Honey, you got a minute for me?" Bernard asked while looking at Jenny.

"What on earth, now?" She replied and eyed him brutally direct in his eyes. She waited for his answer, which didn't come and with a sigh she said. "It better be good." 

While she stood up and she glanced at her art-sisters moving her eyes upwards she said, "I'll be back, real quick."

Bernard walked up to the living room, followed by Jenny, and without an introduction he started.

"I've got an idea that should be working for both of us. I want to align you as it will mean that you are involved as well. Not only the results, which will be great, but also in some actions. I would appreciate that you let me talk until I'm ready."

"Can't this wait for another moment? I don't want the others to wait for me."

Bernard felt that he turned angry, but with the future in mind he was able to control himself enough to keep his composure.

"They are always here, it seems to me. I have left you alone with them for the last weeks, months. Now I only want some brief time together with you to discuss something." Bernard reacted calmly and hoped that Jenny didn't feel offended.

"You hardly talk to me and from what I hear, this could take more than a minute. I'll allow you to speak five at the most. Then I'll return to the others." reacted Jenny hostile.

"Fair enough. Look my idea, or better plan, is not all that complex and although easy to start and follow up, it can be very profitable."

"I would start a new company. This company will buy houses and other real estate. They will be bought at a low price. My company will upgrade them and then you step in, maybe with some friends, as I want you to prepare the interior. These interiors should be somewhat luxurious. They have to breath the air of money and money making. With all the gold being found and traded in the neighborhood there is bound to be a person that is in need of either an apartment, house or a villa. Either the estate will be rented out or sold. I rather have it sold as I don't want the hassle of renters. Why do I think there is money to earn? The real estate will have furniture in place and as only five percent of the humans have a sense of design, a lot of people just want to have something like we will be offering. I have some great plans prepared for other cities as well." 

Bernard looked straight at Jenny. That was it, the plan was out.

Jenny's heart skipped a beat. This was a damned good plan and stunningly simple. She just didn't want Bernard to let him in on her feelings and thoughts in an light way. So Jenny took her time to react. First, she looked back, straight at Bernard, next she turned away and walked up to the windows to look at the distant woods. 

'I will be acting that I'm not happy. In the meanwhile, I can try to drag as much as positive out of this what is good for me. I will be playing along.' Jenny thought.

 She turned back to Bernard.

"Ok, so up until now you have neglected me, left me to myself, ignored me when I had something to say." "You pushed away any thoughts I uttered, about art collecting and design of houses. Now you stand here, bringing up an idea, a plan as you call it, that I have brought to you. Many times. You just wouldn't listen. Why would I go ahead with your plan?" Jenny asked. 

'Ok, this is the moment that I had expected. The fight is starting here and now.' Bernard thought.

"What do you mean with these ideas of you. I can't recall anything about that. You must have discussed that with your friends, but not with me." Bernard said. He felt his body filling with angriness. Damn it, what the hack was she thinking. "Are you insinuating that I stole an idea from you? From my wife? What a ridiculous thought. Highly likely."

"Yes, that is what I'm stating and not only that, you know I'm right. Even more, I have been saying something about this some ten years and five years ago. I even brought it up 2 or 3 months ago. Pff, thinking it is your idea is for me enough reason to ignore it totally." Jenny knew that with saying this she would sprinkle oil on a small fire within Bernard. She new her husband. This would surely trigger him. She looked at him challengingly. Bernard sucked in a lot of air.

Bernard absorbed the look of Jenny and knew the game his wife was playing. He felt it was working. 

'Now, I have to take the step and bend. Bend my angriness into energy that is good for both of us.' Bernard thought. 

He exhaled slowly. With the release of the air he also felt that the tension in his body decreased. He stepped up to Jenny and made sure that he could still see her face with all that bright light coming in from the windows.

"I think that you have been right all the time, as in so many times. I was apparently in a non receiving modus when you told me that. I feel your hostility on how I have brought what I just said, but do consider it once again. I know that you would do quite good as an interior designer." Bernard responded while standing straight, but not with the normal stubbornness.

Jenny stood perplex. 'Is this really the man that I had been living with for the last 23 odd years? Was this the man that normally bullied me as if I was not more then an insect?'

To digest his reply she wanted to sit down. This came close to a respectful discussion where she was on even terms with her man. Bernard who had most of the days only stated that she was good at drinking, bragging and complaining? 

'Is this really the same man?' She thought.

"Ok, I heard that. I appreciate it that you show more openness to what I have been saying in the past. This doesn't mean that I trust that you will show this openness in the future. Is there anything odd going on, that makes you agree with me now?" Jenny asked.

"Not really, only that things are not working out lately at the office and I'm looking for another revenue stream. The thing is that gold keeps coming in, from the mining fields, and I think that more and more people want to grab their share of the possibilities. What would you say if you would become the first interior designer of my company? Come on, how hard can it be for you to spill some of your ideas to us and in the meanwhile travel around and turning ugly houses and buildings into something beautiful?"

It had been a long while ago that he had spoken so many words in a row to Jenny and she was strangely delighted by it. Still she thought that she should be careful as this man was so silent towards her the last months, years.

There was bound to be something behind that to-good-to-be-true offer. It would help her however, to push out the collection prepared by the art-sisters. That set of art pieces had grown over the last period and needed to be in the open where it could be seen. In this way she had the input via the art-sisters and the output as a designer. A match made in haven. At least that seemed to be the situation today.

Jenny looked at Bernard. Turned her head to the window, not even trying to focus on the garden.

'Plenty, for next to nothing.' She thought. 'Let's push this to another level.'

"Ok, I go along with the idea, although I have some conditions."

"Name them." Bernard said after a silence.

"I don't want to be interfered by you or your partner when I'm at work. I insist having an income and you will sign off all the art work that will be bought for the interiors." Jenny said.

"And I mean all the art work, so no matter who has produced it. No matter what the origin is." 

"I don't have a problem with those conditions. Human resource department will prepare a contract for you. You will be paid 200$ per month and a bonus for each house or building contract, with your design, being signed and delivered."

Bernard turned his back to Jenny. A broad smile on his face. While opening the door he looked over his shoulder and said. 

"Thank you. I will be in my study for the remainder of the day." With that being said, Bernard left the room. Onwards to prepare the devious parts of his plan.






First time

Charlie Campbell had been flying for more than ten years. His boss was very satisfied with him, punctual, nice, a gentleman to the tourists and he could fly nearly all airplanes. 

Rumours were exchanged that the company, he worked for, would extend its fleet. It had remained a secret for a long time. Charlie was happy that his boss announced that he would be flying on a Lockheed Super Constellation, soon. There were already several of them in the fleet and he would be flying the tenth. Charlie had been looking forward to it. The plane was larger than his last one in which he had flown for roughly 3 years. He made quite a huge number of flying hours as he was one of the first pilots that had a regular flight from Toronto, Ontario to Montreal, Québec and back. He made a roundtrip in a day. Charlie hated the fact that the loading of the plane took so long, otherwise he would be able to do two trips back and forth.

Charlie had been co-piloting on several flights of Constellations that were already in the fleet of Trans-Canada Air Lines. The Lockheed Super Constellation, better known as a Connie, was built in Burbank, California. Charlie had been up there a couple of times to learn the machine and perform some flights with experienced Constellation pilots. Next to this, The Conny flew like a miracle. Good power conditions and less noise to cope with. Normally he would carry between 30 and 40 passengers onboard. It really depended on the type of weather as flying itself was new to a lot of people. Most of the times when he awaited the passengers, they came in the plane with huge expectations as most of them saw a flight as part of a vacation. With todays standard of the servants on board it was really a treat as the food was good and there were free drinks for all. 

Each and every pilot was treated more or less as a magician, as most passengers could hardly believe such a big plane could fly. The pilots were a special breed of employees for the company and they were also given all sorts of treatments to stay employed by their company. As such pilots could easily pass the companies and their own limits.

Charlie had regularly seen other pilots drink as well. He had never dared to do so as he had noticed that they where not reacting quick enough, in his eyes, during lift off and landing. That didn’t mean that Charlie was ‘clean’. On several occasions, he had been accepting money to take parcels in the plane that were not on the registry list. When he did so, he had made sure that the parcels were taken in at Toronto. That was one of the airports that was not yet overly secured. To state it even better, there were no fences around it and hence it was easy to take a package and give it to someone without being noticed. The packages would normally have a large cross on it’s sides and he could recognize these packages from far. He would see the parcels being stored in the hull of the plane and once he landed the plane, he would make sure that he took the parcel from the trolley that would be filled with all packages to end up at the airport. When the new Conny arrived that would be his regular plane, he had gone over all smaller areas and possible compartments where he could hide more precious materials. That would be handy if he would receive for example gold to transport. Gold was one of the goods that were in demand. It was still relatively easy to transport, although it was not much. Hence Charlie had moved packages with gold across Canada for some five years now. He loved it to find a package small enough to fit in his pocket of his pilot’s jacket and hand it over later against a fair price. For him it was not much of a hassle and he had noticed that he became less and less protective of his ways how to deal it. Once he thought that the stewardesses had noticed it. Maybe so, they had not told anyone. With the money earned he was pushing for a new house in Montreal. He loved the city although he was born in Stirling, Ontario. A small village that, he found out only later, was filled with people living in their own cocoon. He liked Montreal for the liveliness, the strange combination of inhabitants while it still was a place to be in some sort of Canadian sleepiness. Especially during winter time. At that moment there were less flights and Charlie was not making that much money with his private transportation services.




— ♦ —


The compartments that Charlie had found were scattered all over the plane. Some were larger, some smaller. He had been focusing on the ones that were available in the freight rooms. Although it was busy with men carrying freight into the plane, as a pilot they didn't say anything to him as it was a regular routine for pilots to visually check the planes they were flying in. In some occasions a pilot had been noticing something odd. A lose screw or a piece of metal that was bended due to an earlier flight. Ultimately a pilot was responsible for his plane.

Charlie was not expecting anything as he was not at all checking for any irregularities. He just wanted to see where the niches were that he could be using. In previous similar situations he first just put a bunch of papers in an area to find out if that had been taken away. If so, he knew that someone had found the location and removed the papers as they didn't belong there. It helped Charlie to find the spots that he could use for transporting his wonders. That was what he called the gold that he transported for himself as the gold made it possible for him to purchase luxuries and save, for what he found, a dreamlife. In the Constellation he had found 3 openings that were clear in sight. Once it grew quieter in the room, he had put newspapers in the openings. One smaller opening had led him to a lid that could be removed easily and below that there was quite some more room to store on a temporary basis some wonders. O, yes Charlie had really liked one of the spots, as it was large enough to hold a brick and thus store some smaller packages at once or one that would be on the large side. He was not really fond of the larger spots as he would fill it with to much wonders and once he had got some weird peeking eyes on him as it seemed that he was walking limp, while it was the larger wonder that weighted basically to much against his belly.

While standing with a bowed back, Charlie tried to locate other holes. The height where he was standing now was decreasing as he neared the tail of the plane. He lowered one knee to be able to straighten his back when it hit him that the ceiling was showing several openings. Openings between the steel and aluminum to keep the plane as light as possible. Some of the openings were no more than drilling holes or openings for bolts that could be seen in the dark end of the opening. Charlie looked around and found an opening that allowed his hand to be pushed in. Carefully to not cut himself on the sharp edges, he tried to push his hand in deeper. It was hardly possible to make the turn of his wrist into the opening. His fingers felt around and touched the cool plates. He felt bolds and deeper areas that could not be seen from where he was kneeling. His mind made a mental note of the location of the opening. This was definitely a candidate. Charlie stopped with feeling around in the hole. He looked around and got the great idea to go over the blueprints of the plane to see if he could locate another opening and hence learn more about what the effect would be if he would push in more something like sausages that are still connected. He could even connect a thread to one end an pull in more.

Charlie retracted his arm and thought to himself: 'Charlie, you are truly a fucking genius.'

He moved around as far as possible to the end of the plane to search for other openings so he would have multiple locations to store his wonders during the flights.

"All OK in there, boss?" A high pitched loud voice asked.

Charlie raised a bit to quick and his head hit one of the beams overhead hard. "Damn, who is that calling me when I'm in this position. Don't they have any mind themselves, to not shout when I'm in such a position?" But Charlie was not someone to easily gave in and crawled back to a space he could see the ground operator in the eye.

"Yeah, all in order. Have you got more information about the weather that I will have when I'm starting at 1100 hours?"

The blouse of the man gave away his role at the airport: operator. He was new to Charlie.

"Sure, no problems to be expected. Some 5 knots of wind coming from south-south east. Once you are in the air, you will have no trouble with that. I just got of the phone with Toronto and no problems to be expected there as well." With that the operator turned and walked back to his office. His walk was steady enough, but there was something odd about it. Charlie could not relate to it, it might be something to do with drinks. He had heard of airports where it was quite normal for the ground personnel and even some pilots to start early with what was called a power drink. 'Better get acquainted well enough with him, so I might be helpful for him and he vice versa for me.' Charlie thought.

Charlie felt at the lumb on his head and slowly got out of the plane. Enough information on the spots. He wondered of to the offices for the pilots and made a mental note to get the full name of the ground operator. As soon as he entered the offices, he started looking around. No one to be seen and he walked in the hallway to the back of the offices. Was it here that the ground operator could be? He heard a feint voice coming from the back. One of the lights in the hallway was blinking. Like an inviting for one of the rooms. Charlie knew better as there was hardly enough money to get all the maintenance done in the buildings. Luckely that was only for the buildings, nothing with regards to the maintenance of the airplanes as that was all top notch.

"…aw him looking…" were words floating to Charlie. He could see one of the doors was open and most likely there was a conversation going on and the person was not aware of Charlie listening in as Charlie could hear: "He was looking at the ceiling and I saw him take out his hands out of one of the holes."

After some time the reply came again: "True, but we are not sure, I'll watch him more closely then others." 

Charlie heard that the person put down the phone and although Charlie could expect the call to be ended, he was a little bit startled at the abruptness. He straitened his back and started to walk to the open door.

Some noise from the shuffling of papers came through the doors. Charlie knocked at the door and in one go opened it to stop only two steps in the room with the door handle still in his hand.

"Hi, I was wondering if you may give me a hand? I need some checkups to perform in the back of the plane." Charlie asked.

The man was obvious startled as he looked up in surprise and quickly after that pushed an orange portfolio over the papers in the middle of the desk. He straightened and put his hands in his hips.

"What type of checks? Why didn't you ask when I was in the plane! Will it take long? I'm not allowed to be longer away than a quarter." He replied.

"Ah, that would just be enough. It is that I read some numbers and you write them down on a sheet. Would you do that, please? I can't do it alone as the check is to be done with two sets of eyes." Charlie mentioned.

"Sure, no problem. Need a stamp anywhere? Better to put it down here, now that we are in the office."

"Ah, yes. Here at the bottom."

"C. Campbell." The man read half aloud. "Anything to do with the Campbell Soup Company? I'm particularly fond of the tomato version." He added.

"No, not at all. That is the rich side of the Campbell's. The name is Charles, but I listen better to Charlie. What's yours?"

"William Scott and I listen to Bill." The answer came with an outstretched hand.

"Nice to meet you Bill. You're new around here, aren't you? Maybe we can get acquainted over a beer later, but can we perform the check now?"

Bill looked at his desk, nodded and came along with Charlie to the plane for the checks.

"Have you heard that we expect a new plane anywhere soon?" Bill asked on their way.

"No, exciting. Another Connie? Or something else?"

"It'll be a Cessna. One of those 195's. Would you like to fly it when it is here?"

"Sure thing. I really like that. I flew an earlier version and I really enjoyed that one. I heard good things of the 195. Any idea when it arrives?"

"Last thing I was told, in the coming week. I'll let you know when it is here. Let's check the Connie."

Both men went in the plane to perform the mandatory checks.




— ♦ —


Bernard Bowers had left Jenny and enjoyed the small victory. Now he stood in front of the large window with a view over the green lawn in the back of his house. Whenever he needed to get his mind at ease, he would stand there and just let the sight do its work. The grass, the rhododendrons on the right, the taller trees at the left. Before the trees a hedge that waved non symmetrical as far as the eye could see. A path of red gravel was running along it. Every now and then the hedge was pushed to the back to include a stone statue of a Greek god or goddess. Some of them seemed to radiate the green of the moss on them. Bernard always thought that gave them a more human touch. It was simple, but dramatic enough to push many visitors in a wondering state. Especially if they noticed the small foil further on, behind the small lake. Most visitors only saw it, when Bernard pointed it out. It had cost a fortune to have it brought in from Great Britain, but he needed to show all of that, to show he was a man to watch and it was his way to exhale richness.

Bernard lit a cigar which would help him keep the focus on the work ahead.

It didn't take a lot of time to feel his adrenalin sink. He became at ease again. Bernard got the feeling of a serene rest in mind and body. Just what he needed to get into the next step and that was to write out the larger steps of his plan. His master plan to get Bowers Builders to the top building company of Toronto.

He turned away and looked around in his study. With its high ceilings and brown wooden walls, it showed that he had made it in life. On the left his massive desk which would easily suit a president. Made of oak and over the years, due to the polishing, it had become dark and trustworthy. Enough drawers to hold multiple secrets. Secrets to the world and secrets he had never told Jenny. Such as how he was investing in stock. Over the last months he had been buying large quantities. When possible via a middle man to hide what he was doing.

Above the desk a large painting of a coach coming out of dark woods pulled by four horses and a number of dogs around it. One could only barely see the woman inside the carriage, but one could see aristocracy in it. Just what Bernard liked.

More paintings filled the other walls. Most of them in dark settings with either some men on the hunt or woods and travelers in front of it.

He prepared the main list that would be the base for the plan: Apartments; Finance; Gold coming in; Security; Insurance. On and on the list went. All to be filled with details. Bernard would write smaller parts to add more later on as some sort of snowball. Growing and growing until all details were in place.

Bernard exhaled a vast plume of cigar smoke. It was as he had finally released the sheep out of the field or even more the pack of wolves that would hunt others.

More difficult, but he wrote it, was how to get the money to finance the situation. He had looked at the industrial gold prices lately that had gone up since half a year. There was definitely something going on with the gold. With that in mind he took his fountain pen again and started to write. Although it grew darker in his study he was too focused to let go of the writing. Once every now and then he tipped of the ash of the cigar and stared in the dark before he continued to furiously write other sentences. With his large handwriting Bernard easily filled one paper after another. He included graphics of gold prices, of revenue and profit. Numbers on employees were included and steadily the pile of paper grew.

Bernard finished his cigar, turned on his bureau light and bundled the paper in a neat stack and put it in the top drawer before locking it. He stretched himself and felt weak due to the heavy work. "Come on, you. This is only the beginning. Mark my words, this is nothing compared to the actual work." He said to himself.




— ♦ —


For the first time in this plane. Charlie wrote down the current readings of the meters in the logbook. Charlie had been punctual with that for all his flying hours. He had seen and heard too many times that a pilot got a penalty as they were not secure in their logbooks. Next to that it also meant that the plane would loose a lot of its value if one would found out that the logbook was not giving the true picture.

Charlie closed the doors, double checked if the cargo was mounted correctly. Although not much, it had to be flown over to Montreal. 

He checked the flight plan with Airport control.

A quarter before take off, Charlie started the engines. More meters turned on and cauges showed new numbers. All OK. Slowly he taxied the plane to the start of the runway. No strange things happened. Just had to lift off and after that the wind was what Bill had said. It brought no complications.

Speed increased, as well as the whining of the motors. Once enough speed, Charlie brought the plane in the air to first head in 59 degrees onwards via  Tulot to set course to 73 degrees in direction of Montreal. Now that he was in the air, Charlie new that the turn at Tulot was roughly 10 minutes away. After that he could relax a bit as he only needed to fly for another 2 hours and only monitor the altitude.

The machine was running like a charm and the sun ahead was of no problem as it was high and to the right of him. Although he had seen it many times, the view to the north was very nice, especially after Peterborough. Although some villages could be seen, large stretches of woods were also in view. Openings could be seen in a number of spots and they were even accessible. He informed air traffic control of Montreal of his position and checked the altimeter. It was save to descend a few degrees. He had enough fuel for an additional 100 miles, but he wanted to check the ground conditions. Not only that, now he was able to bear the noise of the motor better. 

He saw the few houses of Actinolite and kept his vision focused on what was laying ahead. 

'Where is the opening again.' Charlie thought to himself as he had flown the route, with other planes, a couple of times and had passed a smaller opening in the woods near a road. He dropped the speed of the plane as much as possible. "Yes" Charlie shouted once he saw the spot. He stirred a bit north and noticed that the area was more or less round and had a diameter of roughly 50 meters. Charlie was aware of the fact that flying and taking measures was most likely not giving the exact numbers, but it would be enough for him to cope with at the moment that he would drop some items over here. An ideal location, houses were far away, the road small enough and leading to nowhere. His buddy would be able to see him coming and notice some package being dropped.

His radio crackled.

"Ground control, what is your location?" A muffled voice asked.

Charlie continued to look outwards, just to absorb as much as possible information from what he saw. This as to make a photo that could be recalled from his mind at all times. Hardly any unique identifiers over here. He could not trust the colors of the trees as they would change over the seasons. It had more to do with the layout of the road, the lakes in the neighborhood and their positions to each other. Some sort of a jigsaw puzzle. Charlie scanned the surroundings for the last time.

"Ground control, what is your location?" The voice asked again with a somewhat higher pitch.

Charlie sighed once. Giving power and pulling up, he noticed a plane ahead.

He had focused so much on the ground that he had not taken in the vision of the horizon and now he saw that the other plane was was coming in his direction. Odd, as the normal route was more south. His altimeter kept giving higher numbers, while the motor made more noise.

"Ground control, tell us your location, now." The voice was more clear now and the irritation was there.

"Charlie, foxtrot, foxtrot, one, eight here, passing Kaladar at 4 miles north." Charlie notified quickly.

He looked up from the gauges and meters to see that the plane ahead was nearing him.

"No, you sucker. What have you done? You went up as well." He yelled, as if the other pilot could hear him. Charlie was too late for a search for the correct frequency and get in contact with the pilot.

He could only try to avoid him. He pushed the plane down again and quickly gained speed. The Piper Cub in bright yellow in front of him, also dived downwards. The planes were now on collision course. A sharp northern turn and upwards slowed down his plane, but Charlie had to do something. The motor whined again like crazy and Charlie's hart slipped a beat when he saw that the mad Piper pulled up as well. They were nearing to 50 meter, when Charlie could see the pilot raising a fist and his mouth was opening multiple times. Sure things would go wrong if none of them did anything. Charlie felt the sweat pouring out on his back. A drop of sweat from his forehead landed in his left eye and stained immensely. Charlie used the back of his left hand to remove it as quickly as possible. He let out a loud scream when he saw the opponent finally dove down. 

"What the hack was that?" Charlie said while looking over his shoulder if he could still see the Piper. Nothing to see and he leveled his Cessna again. His adrenaline was still pulsing in his temples. He looked around and didn't see the plane anymore. Damn, he had not been able to see the tail number of the Piper and he was running late.

As this was the route he wanted to follow in future, he didn't want to contact ground control to asked for assistance.

Slowly he eased back in his seat while he felt that the sweat had turned cold on his back.

"Charlie, foxtrot, foxtrot, one, eight here. Past Kaladar and clear view all around. ETA is 1320 hours." Charlie said while trying not to let the tension get in the way.

"Ground control, ETA 1320 acknowledged. Take runway 04." The reply came.

Now that he heard the steady voice, Charlie regained his composure, checked the altimeter and kept 073 degrees as the course.

He would be landing, getting unloaded and heading back at a quarter past three.

Nobody would have to know what had happened near Kaladar.








Arthur

It didn't take long for Arthur Caron to get to the hotel he was staying in. It was easily located in the center of the city. Fellow citizens envied him for his own parking spot in the center.

While driving he had been thinking about his meeting with Bernard.

'Merde.' He thought. 'They don't even know what it means to be so mean when you don't want to.'

About a year ago he had moved away from his missis. Their marriage was already over for six years now, but neither he nor Nora had the courage to split up. For Nora it was the abundance of money that allowed her a lifestyle that she couldn't afford without Arthur.

For him it was an easy way to show up with a gorgeous person, at the parties he went to. She basically could wear any dress that was available. All lifted the contours of her body. Nora had stopped loving Arthur in the way that they had, when they just knew each other. It was first love for both. They frequently visited each other back then and went to the movies or the Domino Jazz club.

Arthur didn't see the beauty anymore of Nora. He heard it from jealous men in his surroundings, at his work and at the parties. It all had become common ground. In the last six years she had been more his secretary then a wife.

'She wasn't even good at it.' He thought.

Nearly every day they had had their arguments. Shouting at each other louder and louder to show of, to make sure the other was humiliated as much as possible.

Once Nora had called him a sexless imbecile. It made him stop shouting. He stood for several minutes just looking at her and left the room. He went upstairs to pack some clothes in his luggage. While doing so, he could not stop feeling angry. The first items he got out of his closet he nearly tore from their hangers. 

He didn't mind. 

He didn't mind anything. No one had ever called him an imbecile. With saying so Nora had crossed a line and by even calling him a sexless imbecile, she had only made him more determined to stop this. It didn't make sense to be with her anymore. He knew that it would raise some eyebrows here and there when gossip went through the company. 

Arthur heard Nora coming up the stairs. She had been crying, that was clear enough when she opened the door to their bedroom.

With the handle still in her hand, her eyes grew wider and with utmost strength she pushed out of her mouth: "What are you doing?"

Arthur straitened his back while holding some socks. 

"What do you mean? Is that not clear enough? Are you that stupid?"

"Surely not. I'm not the one who is acting like this. You are packing stuff. You walk away when we are getting things cleared."

Arthur looked at her and thought: 'What a pain in the ass. She is bullshitting me and now she drives me away.'

"I've totally had it with you. Every day we have our quarrels. They seem to grow in anger, as well as you are behaving like a wife of a fisherman. I will not tolerate that any longer. You have to settle down. You live of my money, you do a bad job as a help, can't keep the house clean. On top of that I do think that you see another man." Arthur exclaimed.

Nora straightened her back. Her nails dug deep in the mouse of her hands as she made fists of them.

"Why would you even think that. Now, let's get serious. Are you really implying that I'm seeing someone else?" Her reply as a question came.

"Yes. That is what I think. Now leave the room as you take precious space and for now and some longer time I just don't want to talk to you, nor do I want to see you."

"How simple is that. I call you for what you are and you don't want to listen to the truth. Yes, you are a sexless imbecile and I'm sure that you will remain that for a long time." Nora released her thoughts as angry as possible.

In five large steps Arthur got in front of her. With his left foot taking his last step, his right outstretched hand swung in a circle and hit her hard on her left cheek. Nora's head turned on her neck all the way to the right. She had not seen that coming. Out of balance she fell. Her sleep grazed the corner of the bedside table. It started to bleed right away. Nora had never been frightened of Arthur. Just the simple fact that she had never encountered him in such a foul mood. His actions had pulled triggers in her body, she hadn't expected. Afraid of being hit again, she raised her knees as close to her chin as possible. Noticing the bleeding not by pain, but feeling at the side of her face she fainted.

"Damn, just what I needed." He shouted. 

Nora with a bleeding head. Just what she had been asked for. Bringing down your husband and calling him a sexless imbecile. He wanted to get away. Away from this situation. As nothing even had happened. He went in the bathroom to check what his posture was. Straitening his hair and tie he just needed to go away. Leave things as they were. Nora had got what she wanted. He needed rest. Focus on more important things in life.

Arthur packed the last items in the suitcase. Frowned at Nora when he walked past her. A hotel would help him.






— ♦ —


He wanted to stay for some days in a hotel. Just to get his thoughts straight and moving on to something more stable. The first location was not good at all. During long hours of the day, demolition machines operated in the street nearby as an old building was brought down. Arthur didn't want to be reminded about the fact that his eternal competitor, Maxwell Architects, had gotten that job.

The general manager had reluctantly given him another suite on the other side of the building. However the suite he had been given, turned out to be just fine. He had moved in as much of his own furniture as possible, just to have it feel as a home. With large windows on the street side he had a good view on the live in general. The eastern light made sure that he could draw sketches at any time of the day without any problems.

As his suite was on the fourth floor he took the elevator. The hallway was empty, as always. The large paintings helped to get in a more relaxed mood.

Turning the key he felt at ease again. During his drive to the hotel, the tension had been bouncing in his body, but now turning the key of the door, he felt at ease again.

"What is the matter with me?" He asked himself for the fourth time.

"How come, I feel this way, while I've done more important deals and even bigger ones."

Closing the door he turned to the one and only painting in his hall. Shortly after moving in he had it put on the wall. He had grown fond of this masterpiece, this beauty with its special light.

The 'Smiling Girl' which he had obtained, a couple of years ago. He adored it and each time he looked at it, he smiled of how lucky he felt that he was the proud owner. As his background was the study of architecture he, always, had an interest in paintings and famous Dutch paintings in special.

He pulled back his shoulders, took of his double breasted blazer jacket. The whisky was waiting and calling him as the sirens in the Greek mythology.

'No time for that now.' Arthur thought.

'First I need to prepare the documents that I will be the next owner of some beautiful paintings.'

While working at his desk, room service came in with diner.

Silence came back in the room while working on the document. Arthur knew that Bernard was not going to be amused with this. Describing the paintings in the document was not the idea, it was about the construction of the document and how it could be interpreted. Arthur believed in the way that it would be handled. He trusted the lawyer, that would finalize it, to construct something great based upon his base document. 

He would be the main man, while the new building, based upon his sketches, was build and he would get all the credits of it. 

Bernard was only a pawn in the bigger picture.

Arthur's mind played with him as the ideas of the bigger picture tumbled over each other. Only after some moments he heard the knocking at the door. Thinking it was room service again, Arthur slowly stood up and opened the door.

"Were you dreaming away already? It took an awful lot of time for you to answer the door." Mary stood with one shoulder against the doorpost and nearly fell in the room when it opened.




— ♦ —


Arthur just stood there, while the door was open. Not fully realizing, who was standing in front of him.

His eyes moved from the perfectly stylized hair, the white blouse, a small purse, the red skirt to the high heels. Up again to rest his vision on her face.

"Do you ask me in or do I have to invite myself?" Mary's low voice asked him.

"Yes, uh, no, uh what I mean is, do come in."

He stepped back to make more room. Mary obvious didn't need all that space as she came close to Arthur and stopped nearby.

Her body heat just jumped over to Arthur.

He smelled the air from cigarette smoke overwhelmed by a perfume.

As she had dropped by and had not given him notice, Arthur was taken aback by all of this. With her in his room, he nearly forgot what he was doing.

He closed the door, turned around to walk up to his bureau.

"Wait a minute, while I clear this away." He mentioned over his shoulder.

Mary quickly followed him. She was not intimidated by the large room, the high windows nor the paintings they were walking into.

It seemed that Arthur got a bit uptight with her in his footsteps.

As an eagle he tried to make himself as broad as possible, which was for Mary more a humoristic issue as he was not all that long or broad chested.

Mary started to teas him a bit. "Come on, what do you have to hide that you try to clear out before you even give me a proper kiss."

Arriving at his desk, with one hand Arthur opened a drawer, while the other hand he tried to sweep all documents and loose ends in one go in the drawer. A paper just flew over the edge and out of control for Arthur, landed just before the feet of Mary.

"Well, well, I take it that this is my present. No kiss, no embrace. No gesture of love. Just a piece of paper?"

Clearly Arthur was in shock as he abruptly stopped trying putting the clutter in the drawer. He had turned his head to the left and his eyes were wide open. Nothing more then, "No" came out of his mouth.

"Don't, don't read it, it is not meant for you." Arthur was able to hush in a low voice.

"Let me decide if it was meant for me or not. For now," and she pushed the paper in her bag. "it is in my possession. Later I will read it and decide if it is important or not."

"You don't have the right to that piece. Give it back. It's mine." Clearly Arthur had regained his normal dignified posture as he was standing as tall as possible and walked up to Mary.

"Ah, finally. There you are, to give me a hug." She stepped to him with her arms spread wide. Once close enough to each other, Arthur tried it another time.

"That piece is mine. I want it. Hand it over. Now." Arthur said in a strong voice.

"Is it of that much value to you? Then it might be more valuable if I keep it for a while. Prices rise these days like crazy, don't you think so too?"

"It is of no value to you. Most likely you don't even understand what I've written on it. Give it to me, Mary." Arthurs volume had raised a level.

"We'll see about that. Where is the man that I learned last week? The man that had a passion I had not felt in ages?"

"I'm here to talk to you and have a nice evening together. Stop with trying to retrieve the piece of paper. Just enjoy that I'm here." Mary added.

"Come on Arthur, relax. Let it go for now. Leave your mind and open your hart. Last time you did a good job at that and when I came in, I saw the same greediness in your eyes. You want me for who I am. The warm lady that was for a long time not in your live." Continued Mary.

"What has come into you to barge into my room and claim that I only want you for your warmth. I now only want that paper. Return it now."

Although there was hardly room for a step to the man, Mary closed in on Arthur. She tossed her arms around him. She felt the tense in his body. With her body against his, she could sense that he gave up and let it go, for now.

"No, I will not crack under your false sweet talk. I have no clue yet why you have come into my live and now you have something that you will not return to me. I don't want this. Get of me, you're the femme fatale that all men are warning me about." With that, Arthur tore himself loose from Mary.

He looked at her with a vicious look. Mary could see that he was trying to get control over himself.

"I don't know who learned you that word, but I'm only Mary that you have come across last week and you seemed to fancy her, back then. I haven't changed in the last seven days as far as I know. So it must be you. Are you alright? Is your work winding you up to much?" Mary asked to sooth him.

Arthur knew she had a point there. It was he, who had stepped up to her the previous time. Now, he felt foolish about it.

"None of your business what's winding me up. I don't like it the way this is going. Paper, back, now."

"I'll keep that for now as I first want to learn what you are up to, now you seem to have changed so much."

Mary turned and walked out, closing the door with a loud bang.

Back in her car, she let her head rest on the steering wheel.

"What have I done. How will Jenny and the others react, when they hear that I've made no progress." She said softly.

"Am I capable enough to get back to Arthur and still get something done?"






New Ground

Bernard came in the office building. Nodding friendly as ever to the ones he liked or he thought would be needed most somewhere in future. He admired the features of the woman that stepped out of the escalator. Being the only one in the moving room, he thought about the appearance of his secretary, Olivia, which he thought to be in top shape. Stepping out at the top level, she was well dressed and all smiles for him.

"Morning." Bernard said while he walked up to her desk and stopped at close range of her.

Her smile grew, but responded business like as she knew he would like it.

"Hello sir, for today three meetings. I have rescheduled the meeting of two for an hour later as per your request. Here are the newspapers. I'll bring a coffee shortly."

"Great, do make an appointment with Arthur Caron for this week. Somewhere in the morning." With that Bernard put his hand on a shoulder of Olivia. She felt the warmth of his hand. She looked up at him, but Bernard had already turned away to this office.

Olivia had wanted more than only that. She looked how he strode to his doors, opening one of them and while he briefly looked at her, stepped in and closed. She knew that the smiles from him could easily turn in a bad storm.

She rose and went over to the pantry. With coffee in her hand she walked into his office. She put it down. Without a look at her, his response came quickly.

"Can't you remember anything? You forgot the cookie. Why do you keep forgetting that. Simple things are still complex for you."

Bernard put his eyes upon her.

"Further more, I don't want you to hand over newspapers to me again. Just put them on my desk, everyday in the same sequence."

Bernard was a demanding boss, with these simple tasks included, it became more clear that he would find something each day to argue about. Olivia had been aware of a mood change lately, but could not think of a reason. She had tried her best. Not only for the work itself, but also so he would respond in a nicer way. To take her more serious in how she handled her tasks. Now she sometimes felt just like a slave. Just following orders.

"Yes, mister Bowers. Anything to make your day more pleasant?" She replied with some sarcasm.

"Don't give me that bullshit, do your job. I'll decide if my day will be OK or not. Until now it has not. You have been of no real help so far. So go." He said without looking up from the sheets in his hands.

'Women. All the same. Only good at home and when it comes to work, they just do the fundamental things and gossip with each other. Well not during my watch of Bowers Builders.' Bernard thought.

The first visitor of the day arrived and left in half an hour.




— ♦ —


At ten the board meeting began in the board room across his own office. Bernard heard about statuses of projects. He noticed the repeated question for more hands at the works. As always, the human resource manager explained that it seemed just plain impossible to get the qualified men onboard due to the growing economy.

"We will start to include more youngsters also without any experience. We loose market if we don't deliver. Word spreads easily." Bernard inserted his opinion. All wrote down his idea. Bernard knew they would sometime in future hold it in front of him. He didn't mind.

"We will be needing them and, if possible, new qualified men soon as I have bought land near Toronto. The intention is to build our new main building there."

"What?" The financial manager was able to shout. Some of them shot their heads forward while their widening eyes showed disbelieve.

"You got to be kidding." A senior manager dared to say.

"What have you done? Without consulting us? What is the matter with you?"

Bernard waited before he stretched out his hands with the palms turned towards the men.

"Hold on, hold on. You have no idea what a bargain it was. To be honest, I bought it a couple of months ago."

He let his words dangle in the air before continuing.

"All the more crazy, now with the company's decreasing sales." Someone pointed out.

Bernard looked at him without a change in his face. He pursued.

"It is a wonderful spot, as I would like to say. There is still a hell of a job to do however." He was not even trying to explain why he had done the deal without informing the others.

Again men began to shout, how much risk he had taken, why they were not informed earlier on, so they could be part of an advisory board.

Bernard stood up. Without being bothered about what they where uttering. Leaning forward with his hands spread wide on the table he looked around and said, "Get used to it. It's my name on the building. I'll judge if we can do this job or not and I'll tell you, the building will be sitting there within a year because I say so."

He turned to walk to his own office.

With his back to the group and nearing the door Bernard could hear that the whispering behind him, grew in volume and intensity.




— ♦ —


Heading home, Bernard needed to get his mind together. Now that he had bought the land, and mentioned it at the office, he could as well head over there and inspect it with his own eyes. Earlier he had heard the rumor that the piece of land was for sale. He had looked at the map when the estate agent had been in contact with him about the land and explained to him where it was. Bernard was faintly familiar with the location. About a quarter of a drive away from his current location he wanted to just see it. The road became smaller over time. He saw the markings around the area clearly and stopped his car. He watched carefully what things sprang in mind when looking at them and the field behind it.

He already had a vision on what the building would look like. Broad, high, seven stories at least. The front would have a driveway and parking places. There would be a large façade, that had five pillars. It emphasized that Bowers was a quality builder. On the back there would be more office space as the building would be U-shaped.

Bernard's eyes hit on something in the field, that hunched. Was it a tree? A large animal? The object seemed to become smaller, while not moving away. Apparently it had bend down or kneeled.

Bernard stepped out of his car, took out his shoes to change them for cap boots. He also did take out the gloves from the glove box. He had just an urge, to learn what it was he saw. Walking along the road he kept his eyes fixed on the creature. Bernard had made up his mind that it couldn't be a tree as there were too much movements. It erected and shrunk every now and then.

'That can only be a person.' Bernard thought.

Bernard passed the line the markers had made, and came closer. The grass under his feet only made soft sounds and would not be heard by others. It would become more difficult to come up close as the terrain soon changed in upturned soil.

The soil stuck to the boots and with every step, it became more difficult to lift them. Bernard felt perspiration on his back. With his eyes locked on the man in front of him, Bernard lost balance. He fell, knees and hand became muddy. Bernard felt anger raise in his body. What was that person doing over there on his land. This far in the field he had hardly a way back. His mind was racing with things that could be at hand. He felt an adrenaline shot, as he thought that the person could turn out to be combative.

It definitely was a person, a younger man digging a hole. A pile of earth on his left. His shirt was wet of sweat.

Bernard came close enough for the man being in hearing distance and shouted between heavy breaths, "What are you doing on my land?"

Disturbed and torn out of his concentration, the man turned and brought up his spade.

Bernard came up closer and could partially see how deep the hole was. He felt more anger coming up when seeing the face of the man.

The broad shouldered man stood up more erect and got the spade in position as a baseball batter. He had small eyes and his mouth seemed to curl downwards. Wild hair and drops of sweat on his forehead.

When Bernard did some extra steps towards the man, he saw the other putting more strength in his spade by swinging it back and forth.

"What are you doing on my land?" Bernard repeated.

"The land is from the lord, I have giving it much attention and respect. Now I'm collecting what I get back for that." he said.

"Well the land is not from the lord anymore as I have bought it. So all in and on it belongs to me. So whatever you are collecting is mine."

"You have no idea how much I had to suffer, to get the land to what it is now and how you see it here. I want my piece."

"So you think that you can just dig here, whatever you are looking for, take it and leave?" Bernard pointed to the hole in front of him.

"Sure, I can do that." the man said firmly.

"No way, you leave it with me as the rightful owner." Bernard said and he continued, "What is it that you are looking for, anyway?"

"None of your business."

The spade was swinging back and forth again.

Bernard was strong, however he recognized the adrenaline in the man and thought that if the two would draw straws, the man would surely win.

"Tell you what, I'm the owner of this land. So as said, what you find is from and for me. Why not that you dig it up and get a small part of what you find."

"A small part? What piece of shit are you? It all belongs to me, as I put it there."

Bernard took two steps back and began to circle around the man. It was obvious he didn't want to come too close to the man. At least he would be out of the spade's swinging circle.

Slowly he stepped to the right while keeping an eye on the man.

The man turned a bit with him, while he was still in the hole.

From previous building projects Bernard could see that the earth in this place was dry with some weaker and other stronger areas. The man was standing on a point that surely was a stronger point then the parts around Bernard.

"Now that is a pity for you. You had to be sooner. Let me see and try to figure out what you're looking for."

Bernard took some more anti clockwise steps around the hole and especially the man.

"Now that is already a large chunk of earth that you have moved. Are you not sure where it is?" Bernard rose one of his eyebrows with that.

"None of your business." Came the short reply.

"It is of my business. Man, you should know as this was for sale for some time. There was even a board near the road stating so. You could have thought of that earlier on. Hell, I would even say that you knew it before the ground came on the market."

Bernard had now circled half way. He wanted to provoke the man and see how far he was preparing to go.

His opponent made small movements with the spade, as if going for a home run.

With a sudden motion Bernard jumped forward. He saw that the spade was coming in his direction. The blade grew in size while it was nearing him. At the last moment he was able to move backward as much as possible. The man lost control due to power he had put behind the swinging. He rotated more then wanted, lost his balance. The blade had missed Bernard totally and was behind the man. The man moved all over his body as he could not get in balance any more.

The spade fell in the hole. The blade firmly pushed in a softer area with only one side. The other side raised to the sky. The man twisted on his feet. Tried to get control. He fell with his head first to the ground. His hands failing to find something to grab or put on something, to stop this mad fall.

Bernard saw the man try to make some last attempts to avoid the inevitable to happen. With the sound muffled by the earth around him, he screamed. The scream stopped at the moment that the blade pierced in his neck. Due to the force of the fall, the blade seamed a kitchen knife, as it drove through the weaker pieces of his cervical vertebrae.

Bernard kneeled down at the edge. With horror, he saw the blood squirting out of the man's neck.

A small shiver was the last action of the man's body that looked alive.

Bernard looked down on the man and couldn't comprehend that only a split second before the man was a living human. He was there and saw it with his own eyes happening. He knew for sure it was not his fault. With that he had peace of mind. However he didn't know what others would think. The scenery could be easily misread and he would get all the blame.






Getting the job done

Angela Tipping was anxious. Not really knowing how to perform the task at hand. She had heard from Donna, another art-sister, that it was just a way to relax yourself and go with the flow. Donna didn’t speak about the way she had talked her victim into giving her the painting. It was the day after, that Angela had heard, from Jenny, how Donna had done it. She had been at the splendid party which was held for the opening of a new company building in the east of Toronto. Four of the art-sisters were at the party. Only Angela had a task at hand, to get one visitor as far as getting in closer contact with her and see her later again. Jenny had told her that the sooner she would take her steps, the easier it was, as the man to get in contact with was still under the spell of the party. In most cases the energy of one of the art-sisters was enough to make the man catch his breath once again when there was contact. In whatever form.

Angela looked around at the party and selected a tall man at the bar, with a beard as dark as the hair of a brown bear. She felt attracted to him in a wild way. She liked a huge man and when he even appeared to have a beard, she forgot the art-sister that she was with at the party. It was her guilty pleasure, her secret that she wanted to keep quiet, not to be seen as a freak.

Within the art-sisters Angela was the more silent one. She had been joining the others, two years ago and had agreed to become a sister of the others, after only a couple of wines. In the last year she had next to nothing to do as she had moved in only two years ago. Being at a beach party near one of the lakes, she had met Donna. Donna had been attentive to her, asked her out for shopping and introducing her to others around the city. Both of them went to several parties and Angela got to know the art-sisters as Donna had asked her to come over to go to Jenny and have some wine and food before going to a concert.

Angela loved her new life. Her man, Steven, had grown quieter over the last years of their 18 years of marriage. He seemed to be happy when she went out to one of her friends. In most of the cases when she left he said, “Have fun, the more you have the better for both of us.”

Not that she really understood his last words, but she thought the better of it and let her thoughts trail of to the party she was at.

“Hi, I’m Martin. Like what you are seeing here?” The beard asked Angela while she approached the bar.

“When I look around, I don’t feel attracted to the building at all, the people in here all the more. I’ve heard that at the bar the nicest creatures can be found.” She replied. Donna had told her to put her shoulders backwards and wink a bit, as men tend to smolder when doing so.

She felt her legs being unsteady, as she walked up to the bar.

“True remark. They even become better if they can help a lovely lady like you. In for a drink? What would you like?” He asked.

“Are you always this confident? Gin and tonic please.” Angela said.

“No, not always. I just keep up appearances. You said that you are not attracted to this place, why are you here then?” Martin asked, while waving to the bar tender.

"I was invited by the owner of the building, still have not seen him. Are you acquainted with him?"

"I've met him once. I think I would recognize him, but I'm not invited by him. I'm here as I was asked to help out with the art that is hanging on every floor." Martin answered.

Angela's hart skipped. Could it really already be, a person that she would have to spend some more time with, as this was a person into art? That was her task, to get art. 'Simple as that, but easier said then done.' As she thought.

"Interesting. I mean the art. I have only seen two pieces over here. Is there more to come?" Angela asked.

The bar tender stopped in front of them.

"Before we discuss that, I asked you what you wanted to drink. While we are at the bar it is easier to get, won't you think?"

"Already forgotten? Gin and tonic for me. With some ice in it. What are you having?" Angela asked.

"Martini on the rocks for me. Just for the right taste."

With their drinks they walked up to one of the windows overlooking Eglington Avenue.

"Not much of a view here, is it? I rather like the center of the city, like Adelaide Street, where the buildings are taller." Martin said after some time.

"You're right. This is not my cup of tea either. Please tell me about your art. Are you a painter?" Angela inquired.

Martin and Angela were presented cigarettes. Both took one and they were lit. After a puff of his cigarette and a sip, Martin started softly.

"Oh no, I tried it a couple of times, but only my neighbor's daughter thought it had something." He said with a grin.

"I have some painted works at my gallery and in some situations I'm able to sell multiple to high end businesses. In this situation they wanted something modern. Oh, sorry. I should not say that. In this case they are more specific. They wanted paintings from Jackson Pollock."

Becoming enthusiastic about the subject, his volume went up.

"Now he is not new, but his art surely is. Unexpectedly new for such an old man. His art is hard to get. Especially if someone or a company, as in this situation, wants more than one."

Martin put his cigarette between his lips and managed to show eight fingers.

"The company wanted more, two was not enough for them. But it has been plain impossible to get a hand on others at this moment. There seems to be more collectors, than me, that want paintings from Pollock. However, I'm lucky as I know Robert Motherwell, who is his friend and via him I could lay a hand on three of the paintings."

Angela had heard of the action painter Pollock. She had seen some of his work last year, hated the work. To her it was a kid that spoiled paint while throwing it at a canvas. She could interfere with at least one question.

"I've seen his paintings with the names Number 1 and Number 8. Did you ever wonder what has happened to the numbers in between?"

Martin took another look at her. There were actually not that much people who would have heard of Pollock. Even less people new names of the look a like paintings that he made earlier on. Martin grew enthusiastic about Angela and wanted to know more about her. He inhaled deep from the last part of his cigarette. Pressed the stub in an ashtray, while looking at her.

"Sorry, I've asked Robert about the same. He did mysterious when I asked him. He mumbled something about robbery and private collectors. I never got a good answer to the question."

"You seem to know a bit about art. How come?" He continued.

"Not to much, but I saw the works last year in Calgary. After that I learned via books from the library more about modern action painters like him. Such as Willem de Kooning and Kandinsky. Both made some outstanding works. Better than the odd lines of Pollock." Angela replied. She put out her cigarette and while turning back to Martin, she laid her free hand on his left arm.

"Why don't we get some more drinks and walk over to the Pollock's in this building. Maybe you can learn me to like them, as you seem to be an admirer of him and his works." Angela said while looking straight up to him.

Not sure if she had seen it correctly, but she thought she saw a red tinge appear on his face.

Martin looked at her and she was sure that she had touched one of his nerves.

"Ok. I'll do my best." He mentioned after trying to read her deep green eyes.

They had to go to the room next door. It was much quieter in this place. For some reason, people just cluttered around the bar. They were looking at the huge painting of nearly 2,5 by 4 meters. It seemed that the room was build for the image as the ceiling was at least twice as high.

"As you may know, Pollock is the first that has used dripping of paint as a technique. He turned errors, like too much paint, in works of art by exposing the errors. He uses just a small number of colors and each line or dripping, seems to be a sentence of a bigger story."

"True passion is what I see, how about you?" Martin asked Angela when standing in front of the painting for some minutes.

Angela had learned from Donna that she had to react to words in the sentences of the men that spoke to her. Especially the words that had to do with romance.

"I do see passion. I like that. The fact that one line, or ten for that matter, seems clumsy and it turns out into this. Pollock sure put passion in this work." She left it hanging in the air before adding, "and feel from you, when I stand beside you."

She turned straight to Martin when she said it and looked him in the face while taking one of his hands with hers.

The red tinge on his face returned. He looked at their hands being in contact with each other and she could feel the warmth of his hand.

"Can't you show me more of your works?" She added, while firmly pressing his hand.

They walked to another office. A piece unfamiliar to Angela, was on one of the walls. The size told her it could be a Pollock as well. Martin rose his hands.

"Wrong room. What a desolate place. I do understand that with such a piece. Not something I would select. It's colors don't even match any of the room. Let's go." He said.

"I would also like to see the works that you have at your gallery, as they are most likely the ones that you adore."

"Sorry, but I don't have Pollocks at the gallery. Insurance is becoming a problem." Martin said in a business manner.

'Don't give up now, Angela, reel in this man as this is your one and only chance to get a piece of his work.' Angela thought.

"Then show me your house. I like you and there is bound to be something special in there." Angela said. She felt her cheeks grow warmer.

"Don't expect too much of it, but ok. When do you want to come over?"

Martin had taken the bait.

"Why not now. I do have time. Sure you have some time left. You have done your work here. You can be missed here, just like me."

"I think I like that idea as I find openings most of the time boring. Not this one however, as it seems that I've met a connoisseur."

Martin smiled and Angela reacted by doing likewise.




— ♦ —


At least three stories high Angela had calculated, when Martin opened the door to his house.

There was hardly any open spot left in the entrance hall. Paintings on all sides.

"Is this all yours?"

"It took me 23 years to get this together. I had some lucky strikes a number of years ago and that helped me to buy this house. I see it as my pension. I do some collecting of paintings myself, as some of the purchases that I did are not ready yet to market. But I know they will become more commercial with time." Martin answered.

They turned around in the lobby, were a number of paintings stood against each other.

Martin pointed at one and mentioned, "Ida Applebroog."

Pointing to another painting he said, "Richard Diebenkorn."

Angela didn't know the painters, but noted that some of the others hanging in the lobby were familiar to her.

"I don't particularly like the 'Richard Dippercorn', but some of the other paintings are really nice." Angela mentioned.

Martin turned, looked at her and started to laugh.

"Diebenkorn, with a b. Quite a character that man. Takes so much time for every painting. That drives up the value. Let's head over to the living." Martin gestured with an open hand to the right corner of the lobby where a door was left open, but Angela could only see darkness in the door opening.

"Ah, wait I'll turn on the lights." He left her in the lobby.

Martin went in, lighting some lamps in corners of a spacious room.

Once more clear, Angela followed and turned to the right to stand only a few meters from an enormous painting. She stepped backwards to bump into Martin.

She shrieked, turned and stood eye-to-eye in front of him.

"Oh, sorry. Thanks for catching me. I do apologize as I should have been more careful."

"It's quite ok. It has been quite a while that a lady walked against and into me. I like it." 

Angela blushed. 

Martin stood against a desk, full of papers. He pushed a pile away and slowly sat down on the edge of it. Stretching his legs alongside her legs. He lifted his right one.

"I always like a woman that blushes for me. From the looks of it, you want to give me more happiness than on intention."

Angela looked down, trying to lift her left foot, unable to let go of the feeling of his leg.

It was such a simple but effective gesture and hard to miss.

"Oh, I'm sorry. I shouldn't push you." Martin rose to his feet again and asked, "What's for drink?"

Now as the spell was broken, rational thinking came back. Angela answered, "White wine for me. Mind if I look around?"

"Not at all. Will be back soon."

Angela turned to the large painting and started to turn counter clockwise.

She had always done that in a room. Most people would look in a room, like reading a book from left to right. She tried to do it the other way hoping that it would be like striking against a hint to see the inner at once.

Some paintings were without a frame, others had a far too big one. Some pictures colorful and yet others more colors of grey than Angela had seen before in one painting.

She stopped turning when her eyes saw the papers on the desk. Her task of the day popped up.

Walking around the desk, she opened the top drawer. Nothing but some crisp white paper and pencils.

The drawer below that one was more to her likings. Photo's in a bundle. Underneath a few loose ones. A quick look at them showed Martin, and a woman. Both dressed to showoff. She took three images all with Martin and different ladies on each of them. Quickly she pushed them in her purse. She picked up another one and tried to read the story behind the photo, by looking at the attributes in the background of it.

"See something familiar?" Martin bend over her which made her jump with his voice so close to her ear.

The photo fell out of her hand onto the desk with the faces clear for full view by both of them.

"Why did you have to do that?" Angela replied.

"I better ask you the same. Who are you, to just open drawers and look into them?" Martin exclaimed in a sharp voice.

Although she didn't know Martin all that long, she had not heard such a dark side in his voice before. A shiver went over her back and she tried to step away.

Martin was still lightly bend over her. Not giving Angela a chance to step away without touching him.

"Well, I'm waiting for an answer. Who are you? What makes you think that you may look in the drawers?" 

Martin was clearly growing agitated.

"Uh, well. Give me some breathing space. You frighten me."

He kept looking in her eyes, straightened himself and stepped backwards.

Becoming aware of his full strech, Angela moved around the desk while keeping an eye on him.

Angela thought, 'Don't throw the options away right now. You are too close to some good art works to let it all slide away by only the physique of this man.'

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done that. I think that my female nosing around got me to enthusiastic." She said and before he could answer, she added. "That is not making it any better, nor does it feel good for me. Again, sorry."

She saw that Martin's tension slowly resided from his body.

"It's also my fault. I'm so strained by the opening of the building. The paintings that I had to take care of, were only just in time at the place. Insurance had kept them at bay too long."

"Sorry to hear that."

"Anyway, here is your drink. Want a smoke with it?" He added.

"Thanks and no thanks." Angela said while taking the wine.

"So tell me, who's that gorgeous on that image with you? Are you at some party?"

"Uh, yep she is a nice lady and you obvious don't view movies as she seems to be in quite a number of them right now. Do you really not recognize her? It is Bodil. Bodil Miller. She played next to Yvonne de Carlo in the Scarlet Angel."

"The name sounds familiar, what is she to you?" Angela asked.

Martin let his head drop. Looked up to ceiling as to look for words. He even seemed to be shy to talk about it. Apparently she had hit something, he didn't want to tell her.

"Sorry, I'm not going to reveal that. This is enough. You have seen the image and now you know the name. I've already told too much." With that Martin swept the images, as playing cards in one stock, together, turned them upside down and in the drawer again.

With a knee he pushed the drawer close, which it did with a loud noise.

Relieved he looked straight at Angela, while inhaling from his cigarette.

"Let's put some spotlights on the rest of the room. You surely have missed some of them."

Martin turned on some more lights and walked to a smaller piece of his collection.

With a smile on his face he looked over his shoulder and said. "Come have a look at this masterpiece that I have for sale."

A woman dressed in blue. White face with brown hair. Next to nothing in the background.

For Angela it was more a painting done by a 16 year old. Remembering why she was here, she observed it with polite interest.

"Fairly painted. A bit odd on the lips, but well done with regards to the shadows. I'll remember that one."

Some sort of grin formed on Martin's face.

"Now look at the larger one over here." Martin took some steps and stopped for a painting of a man in a blueish atmosphere.

"Paul Soulikias, normally painting landscape scenes. This is one of his portraits that he painted. See how the blue is reflected in the face of the unknown person in the image. See the working of light from the left. I completely adore his work. Especially his works with persons. They are not at all painted in precision, they however reflect the feelings of the persons. And that is what attracts me to both works. Don't you like this one?" Martin asked enthusiastically.

"Uhu. However I like the woman in blue and you better."

Martin moved up his left brow as if he hadn't understood her. She knew better. Angela was more than aware that he had heard the flirt. 

"I do fancy men more than women however, so if I have to select." She let her voice trail off. She had to push that a bit more and waited some time to see how Martin would react before stating. "I would choose you."

With a big smile she looked to Martin who seemed to have some red in his face and added devilish. "Are you for sale as well?" Angela's face turned from serious into jokingly. She let go of a burst of laughter which echoed in the room.

All the more it had a positive effect on Martin. Slowly his mouth angles turned up and slowly his teeth became clear as he understood it was a joke on him.

"You could learn to like the woman better." He quickly said to move attention away from himself to objects he knew better.

"Can I borrow it?" Angela asked.

"See the point is that I try to sell the paintings. If I start borrowing them, my place would be empty."

"But I surely don't have to buy it before I can see how it matches my interior? Lent it for some time and if I still like it in a couple of weeks I will ask the price." Angela tried.

"I'm normally not into that, but I do like you and you seem to me, as someone to trust."

"Oh, I'm ok. Now that I know you and I think I like you, you will see me more. Maybe more than you want. Just wrap it in and I'll take it home for a couple of days." Angela added to the earlier stated trustworthy words. She finished off her glass of wine and held it up to Martin.

"Another one? To seal it?" Angela asked.




— ♦ —


Jenny opened the door as the last art-sister to come stood in front of her.

"And?"

No introduction, nothing like 'hi, welcome or come in'. Always business Angela thought.

Pushing it a bit, she returned, "And, what?"

Jenny opened the door wider. She stepped back to make room for Angela to come through. Angela came through in full length with her busts pointing up and an erect back.

"Don't play it too jolly. That was an assignment that was important for all of us. Did you make contact as told?"

"Yes, that was not really the point. I got however to enthusiastic, I think, as when I was at his home."

"You were at his home?" Jenny intervened.

"Sure, you didn't expect that from me did you. Most likely the others neither. Get me a glass of wine and I tell you more." Angela became more brutal.

Jenny stood still in the hall and looked Angela straight in her eyes. Next she lowered her eyes to scan her body downwards to her pumps. Up her eyes went again and brought back her head as if she could side shift it while raising her eyebrows.

"What?" Angela broke the silence.

"Well, you tell me, what happened to you? I don't know you that long and first you were a butterfly on someone's wallpaper. Next thing you get a task to perform, you nearly faint of the idea that you have to get in contact with an unknown man. Now you are back and you seem to have grown. At least your self-confidence has boosted beyond compare."

"Come on, let's sit."

Another glance from Jenny to Angela and she turned to the kitchen to get a wine. The door to the terrace was open and on the outdoor table was another wine waiting for its owner.

"It has, as I see it, been a rousing evening. I'm sure that Martin had the same idea about it. So he more or less has become a friend of mine." Angela started of with the large glass in her hand.

"Martin? You even know his first name? I thought that we had discussed this and that you would always use the polite format while talking about our victims. He is monsieur Rimouski I presume?"

"Qui, qui, yes, it is him. He has been very forthcoming to me and we had some nice conversations. He is well acquainted with art and female painters in peculiar."

Angela sat down, took a large gulp from the cool wine and eyed Jenny to tease her.

"Well, tell me more. There is bound to be more than that you have become friends. I don't like that by the way. Friends mean bonding and connections. The less connections the better as connections turn into relations which one day mean communication and exchanging private matters. So keep to our promise that you don't get to much attracted by this Bonhomme." Jenny told Angela in a way she was picking upon a student that didn't seem to understand the rules.

Angela thought, 'Sure Martin is quite a piece and more than nice to have around. But no fooling around as he is no more than a bus stop at this moment.'

"Truth is that he is OK, I've not fallen in love or something like that. However he seemed to like me very much and wanted to please me. That helped." Angela said as she looked confidently straight to Jenny.

"What do you mean with, helped?"

"Well, he asked me at the opening event to come to his house. I mean he was not procrastinating on that one. He told me, although I'm not sure if he really meant it, that he hardly invited persons at his house. For my own sake, I drove in my own car to his house, quite close behind him." Angela continued.

"In your car, woman are you totally insane? He might use the license plate to come back to you." Jenny spit out.

"Nah, I did use the rented car that you arranged for me. Next to that I only told him my first name. He sure can't find me unless he had some private investigator or whatever tailing me when heading home."

"Ok, continue with the important part."

"So, I was at Martin's house which was basically way to big for one person. Anyway, when inside, he did lead me to a room with paintings and only a desk that he normally seems to work at. Some drawers in the desk and lots of papers on it."

Angela now knew that Jenny was getting excited. To get even more attention, she slowly took up her glass to take a tiny nip from the wine. Gently she put it down again. Looked over the grass in the garden. Turning her head back to Jenny she continued.

"Martin went away to get a drink. I looked at one or two paintings when I was drawn to the desk. I opened the top drawer, nothing. In the second I found some pictures that could undermine him. At least that was my interpretation." 

"Go on, girl, lead me through the rest." Jenny pointed out frantically.

"He came back alright with some drinks, but I had not heard nor seen him coming in. So he startled me by asking what I was doing. I was able to move him away from me, stealing an image and asked him about the paintings. Martin, being so passionate about them told me some features and pointed out some of his better works that he was offering for selling."

"And then what, come to the crux of it all."

"After some time I went away with one of the paintings wrapped in. I have it with me." Angela pointed out, full of confidence about her well done job.

"What, you got a painting already? The other sisters might learn from you as you seem to have it done your first job. Which painting is it?" Angela noted that Jenny finally got excited about the painting it self.

Angela had expected such a question. She wanted to be in control so she stretched the time.

"Sorry, I'm only going to show it when the other art-sisters are here as well." Angela said.




— ♦ —


"No, you better not do it like that. It's best to please the guy and try to get him to talk about the paintings. Listen carefully to what he has to say and you might learn more then when you talk all the time. So my philosophy is to basically hear him out." Karen pointed out while moving her right hand out in an arc way.

Karen, Angela, Mary, Donna and Jenny were all sitting at the large table in the garden of Jenny's house. Plates, orange juice glasses, fruit and other things reminded of a breakfast that got the art-sisters together. Jenny had arranged it on a short notice. Being a Saturday all joined in.

It had been a terrible Friday for Jenny as she was dying to get a view of the painting that Angela had taken. She had been on the phone with Angela several times, to persuade her to talk to her. However Angela had kept her normal quietness. No word about the painting had come out of her. No matter if Jenny sounded angry or tried to get more information in another way. She had even tried it with saying Angela would get less for the job.

Although Jenny despised Angela for keeping her mouth, she admired her as well. This was a character attribute that she liked as that meant loyalty to her. Jenny had labeled Angela, in her mind, as trustworthy.

"Ladies, ladies. This will do. Please stop. I think that we have a more important situation at hand at this moment." Jenny stood up while stating this. She waved her hand in the direction of the kitchen and a servant came and started to clear the table.

"OK, coffee for everyone and then we start." Jenny sat down again and lighted a cigarette. Some others followed the gesture.

"Angela, you have told us earlier what you've been doing lately. I think that all of us are dying to learn what you have taken from this collector, Martin Rimouski." Clearly Jenny was in control.

"I at least want to know about it. And what's more, I want you to hand it over to me."

Angela looked around. All watching her with anticipation. From the words spread, Angela had outdone all of them in her first job.

"Before I'm going to fetch it, I want you all to know that I thoroughly enjoyed my game. Yes, that's what I've called it."

All eyes were fixed on her. The last two years had been so lonely, while being part of the art-sisters, she could not feel a real connection with the others. Seldom she was spoken to and when Karen or Donna asked her something, she just could not find the right words. She wanted to say it correctly and that took time. Too much time according to the others. Jenny was different. She had showed confidence in her, all the time.

"In this game, Jenny had connected me, as you all know, to Martin. You have learned me as the more quiet one. Sorry for that. With however only one person to talk to I'm OK. So was the case with Martin. From the moment that I saw and spoke to him, I didn't have to search for words, they just flowed. I think that Martin was delighted with that and seemed to be happy with me as a female person at his arm at the opening. Martin showed some of the works at the opening and I basically invited myself to his home. After some drinks I pointed out that I wanted to have one of the smaller items to take home. Martin agreed and basically that was it. He packed it and I just left with the work under my arm." Angela finished with a big smile.

"And I have it with me and I want you all to be part of the glorious feeling when I open it and show it."

All had been listening with much enthusiasm and waited to get the item unpacked.

"Open. Open." Karen spoke up. Others fell in with her on the mantra.

Angela put the package on the now cleared table and while standing she removed the tape.

"Tada." She said and with that she lifted the painting so it faced the others.

Silence. No one talked. Faces turned from happy to unclear.

Jenny was the first one that could say something. It were only three words: "It's virgin."






The earth knows it

'Damn it, why is this happening to me. Why did I have to be here at this moment.' Bernard thought to himself.

The dead man had now lost so much blood, he was as dead as a doornail. Laying in his own blood with the blade still penetrating his vertebrae, the man looked less of an opponent then just a minute before. Then he had been swinging the spade back and forth which such force that it scared Bernard. Why was that anyway? Why was the man so agitated when Bernard showed up?

'First things first. Stop thinking, act upon what should be done.' Bernard remembered his mom's mantra to perform all serious events in steps.

The body had to be removed, the hole to be checked and once done, it had to be filled again.

Bernard knew that if he left the body in the hole and just covered it up, it would be found during the preparation of the land for building. That could easily stall the project plan for the building a couple of months if not more than a year with the winter included.

"What are even my options in this situation?" He asked to himself.

Bernard had hardly any options, as dragging the body to his car and then ditch it somewhere, would leave enormous, and easy to follow blood trail. Also digging a hole deep enough over here would take just to much time.

He went for the alternative of the small area on the right that was filled with bushes and some trees. Disgusted as he was that he really had to do it on his own, he drew the spade away from the body of the man. It's head rocked a little. While walking to the bushes he looked to his suit. Dark with some mud here and there. He was however happy with his gloves as they gave grip and made sure that he didn't get any blood on his hands. He would for sure, later, have to dump the bag of bones somewhere. Not as a whole, but in pieces and dropped in multiple recycle bins. Bernard looked for a spot where he could bury the body.

Luckily for him, the soil was not too hard and there was even more luck as it proved that there were hardly any roots. Soon he had a hole of something like half a meter deep. Bernard knew it would not be enough, but he just didn't have much time.

Going back to the hole Bernard noticed that the light was fading. Before he could quit however today, he had to bury the body. The sooner the better and never think about it again.

It took Bernard's last energy to get the man's body out. Surprised about how heavy it was, he pulled it after him. A stroke like the pencil of a painter began to show on the trail when he dragged the body to bushes. The sweat on his forehead slowly but securely found its way down to his chin. Some drops found an easier way via his eyes upon which Bernard had to blink several times as they stung in his eyes.

"Damn, that item, box or whatever the man was looking for better should be something."

He was not at all looking forward to the energy it would cost him to find the precious thing the man had been searching for.

However, he wanted to finish this, get over the image of the dead man.

One last pull on the feet of the body and all the flesh parts were in the hole. The head had shaken back and forth like the nodding head of a dog on the dashboard of a car. Bernard was all the more pleased that it had not been torn off. He despised what he had done so far.

'It's not my fault. It's not me to blame.' Bernard had been repeating in his mind during the dragging of the body.

Once it was in the hole, the covering didn't take too much time.

Although Bernard knew it made no sense, he put leaves on the grave as to honor the man that was still alive an hour ago.

Bernard's shirt was drenched with sweat and he knew he still had work to do.

While the light became less, he poked around with the spade in the ground. Just letting it drop through the ring he made with his thumb and other fingers.

Thud, thud in most places. One last part to check. If Bernard hit something, he knew it would be like a lottery as he was only puncturing the upper part of the earth.

Thud, thud. Ting, thud.

Going back with his spade to the ting sound, Bernard noticed it was not a large area, maybe 10 by 30 centimeters where the sound was heard.

Putting the spade gently in the earth he was able to get a metal like box to emerge.

"Now what on earth is such a box doing here?" Bernard murmured to himself.

Dropping the spade he tried to lift the box. He had to put more force then expected. A second time. No luck. Bernard dropped to his knees and pulled the heavy box with two hands.

He noticed there were some other boxes below this one.

When he opened it his eyes got wider and he brought a hand to his mouth. He bit in his hand to check if this was not a dream. 

"Did I hit the jackpot? Is this really what I think it is, is it gold?" He said to himself.




— ♦ —


Bernard's arms weighted more due to the boxes he had been digging up and carrying to his car. It had been growing darker every time he returned from his car to the hole. The moon guided him only a bit. The last time back at the hole, he had been stumbling in the hole. Falling flat face forward. His arms to tired to catch the fall. Each time in the hole he dug around the area where he had found the first box. It had been a slow process. The pile of earth grew to the sides and Bernard became more and more aware of the risk of the earth rolling back in the hole. Once he couldn't find another box after the earlier 14, he closed the hole with the small mountain he had dug up.

Taking both the last box and the spade he made the final return to his car. All boxes on the floor in the back of his car.

Relieved as he was that nobody had passed his car and stopped to check what was going on with the car. Apparently it was not all to odd that a car was parked at that spot.

Bernard's hands shook terrible when he stepped behind the steering wheel. With his head against the headrest he led out a large blow of wind.

'Next problem to solve, is where to leave all the boxes and the spade?' Bernard thought.

It was now 12:30, time to leave and hope some rain would cover the track he had made with going back and forth from the hole to the car and back.

He started the car and noticed that he had to use more power to get the car with the 14 boxes rolling. He would not make this a hasty return to home. Driving more inland now he had found a parking spot. No other cars were parked here and it was a small walk to the river.

With a swing as hard as he was capable of preparing, the spade flew away for several meters and came in an area with some flow. Vaguely he saw the handle floating. That might help moving the spade out of sight to be found in a totally different part of the river.

The drive home to Burlington took him another 20 minutes.

During the drive, Bernard had thought how to get rid of the smell that was bound to hang around his own body.  

He parked his car. He would not enter the house, but went straight into the garden. At the end he was near the lake and undressed himself. Aware that he could be seen naked, he quickly ran into lake Ontario. Damn it was cold. For now it was more important to get rid of the stench and the mud from his face from the fall he had made the last time in the hole.

Coming out of the lake he picked up the bundle of clothes and put them in the boathouse. Taking out a towel from the closet he dried himself. He wrapped the towel around himself to head for the house. 

All was silent when he softly opened the door and entered the house.

He got some clothes and went to his study.

He poured himself a scotch and soon afterward he fell asleep on the sofa.






Getting resources in position

Bernard left his study and walked to the kitchen to get himself some food. In the background he heard Jenny talk to someone. He didn't want to see or speak to her now, so in stead of walking up to the end of the hall and go directly in the kitchen, he went via the dining room.

As always the rectangular dining room depressed him. Nothing fancy about it. Large windows on one of the long sides with only a small portion of the garden to see. The short sides of the room had only some lower cabinets. The side opposite the windows had odd red looking cupboards containing enough china to serve 16 persons. The table in the length of the room was of the same red and could take 12 at max. Some artificial flowers had been put in three vases that were evenly spread over the table. No place here for a painting besides a modest modern work.

At the end of the dining room, a door led to the kitchen. The kitchen was large with a cooking area in the middle. On the far side a table for six, from which the look over the garden was stunning. From here the fantastic layout could easily be seen and with all the flowers, it was on regular occasions, that Bernard held his breath without even meaning to. White flowering rhododendrons were on the left. The right had at least twenty variations of lower bushes and smaller trees. Each with their own greenish, odd shaped leaves. 

Bernard prepared himself something to eat and went outside, were the last friend of Jenny just left.

He settled down and after some time Jenny came to the table with a newly filled cup of tea. She remained standing.

"Are you sure what you meant when you said that I may come and help with the interiors of the new houses?" Jenny asked when she had taken some careful sips.

"Sure, I know that I haven't been talkative in the last years. I had, and still have, problems with the company. You have build up your own life with your friends. We both have not seen each other much, did we?"

"True, as you were always away I just needed others to still feel alive. I'm not sure if I can believe anything what you're saying right now and earlier on. Can I trust you enough? You have been raised as son of a businessmen. Your father was always away and you started also early working and making long hours for your dad. Why would you spend some time with me now? Do explain that to me."

While Jenny was firing away her questions, she stood at one of the chairs holding its back if giving her more support. Not that she was afraid for Bernard, but he had shown to have a bad temper now and then.

"OK, to cut a long story short, it's going downhill with the company. There are far less orders than there used to be. Sales is bad for all constructors, although it seems that Wilson is doing great. I think that he knows the mayor as a long time friend and there are rumors that he is paying him to get orders from the government."

Bernard started to stare into the garden forgetting his meal.

After some time Jenny sat down and pulled Bernard back into life by asking: "And then what?"

"Ah, oh, yes. Where was I? Yes, I do think that Wilson does things in a different way. Still there is room for others to make a living although we have to share a small part of the market."

"Bernard, what are you trying to say to me?"

"I think that a radical change is to be done in the company and only then we will be able to notice that the economy is growing. At this moment only Wilson seems to be doing great." 

Bernard pushed his plate to the center of the table. He had brought cigars with him and selected one by first checking the wrappers of a number of them. To Jenny all looked the same and it seemed that Bernard was doing it without being conscious of it.

She was well aware that it was since a long time that Bernard was telling anything about the company. She didn't want to put too much pressure on him with the risk that he would shut up.

Bernard lighted a sulfur match and held the cigar above it. Not touching the flame as that would ruin the cigar. Gently he rolled the cigar just above the blue flame to have the tip equally heated. Just as Jenny grew impatient, Bernard put the cigar in his mouth and took his first puff. A hard to see smile appeared on Bernard's face. Oddly enough Jenny felt her shoulders became more relaxed. She had apparently felt the same tension as Bernard if this cigar would light in one go. As if she wanted to celebrate it, Jenny took a gulp of her drink.

Bernard slowly laid his head backwards and blew out a cone of smoke. He teased Jenny a bit more, by staring at the tip of the cigar.

"I think that with two major projects my company can be put in wilder water, but can achieve a higher turnover." He finally said.

Out of the cigarette holder from the middle of the table, Jenny took one, lighted it and inhaled deep. Pushing her head away from Bernard, she blew out the smoke, while holding her hand with the cigarette upwards in her left hand.

"Bernard, once again, what are you trying to say to me?"

"What I try to say is, that we must form a team and I ask you to help me with this situation."

Jenny felt a rage coming in her body that she could not easily explain where it came from. She had to let it go and she threw her head in the opposite direction, looked sharp at Bernard while pushing her eyebrows downwards.

"What the hell are you asking? What are you saying? All this time together. We have not done things together. Especially not business wise."

Bernard thought otherwise, as he would bring in the money with his work and Jenny would spend it, what a great team that is. However thinking about that was OK, saying out loud was totally different and should be avoided in this situation. He more or less needed her and it was not the moment to start an argument about this.

He started. "Maybe we have not done much as a team lately, we did achieve a lot back in the early days of our marriage."

Bernard made a stop sign with his hand, making it clear he was not finished yet.

He tipped ashes in the ashtray and took a long draw from his cigar, threw his head in his neck and blew the smoke in a succession of puffs.

"Those were good days and I do think that we can still perform the way we did back then. In this situation I like you to open up your mind and try to think with me."

"Come on, come on, this is all taking too long." Jenny said with spots of anger in the first words. She extinguished her cigarette with enormous power. Much more than necessary.

"I told you earlier that I am going to invest in apartments. I've asked you to consider helping me out and decorating the interiors. I basically want some more of you. I want you to not only work on the back end, but also to find new clients that will rent or buy the apartments. Over the years I've seen that you have a large network of friends. Not friends that are temporary, but ones that seem to stick with you. There is bound to be a couple of them that need moving and a luxurious apartment that we can offer would be their best investment."

Jenny sat back in her chair and thought. 'So, that was it. Not only was Bernard asking her to step in, but also that she would pull in her friends.'

"Hmm, I have no clue why you ask this now?"

"Oh, I thought that was obvious. Bowers Builders are having problematic times. We both know that economy is getting better. The company needs input and grow along that line." Bernard answered.

A silence fell. Both Jenny and Bernard stared into the garden. Bernard once in a while drew on his cigar to let the smoke getting out of his lungs after some time.

"I have to ask relatives of mine to buy apartments of Bowers Builders of which they haven't seen anything yet. That is a bit absurd. What is your time plan to achieve all of this?" Jenny asked.

"All to be done in one year. Drawings, models, building, delivery. It sounds insane, but turning this into a quick turn around project, will make all happy."

"Are you realistic? Are you not forgetting steps, such as you need people to build. And what about the government, will they cooperate in one go?" Jenny quickly came with her questions. She fired them at Bernard.

"Don't you worry too much for that part. That is on me. What I do need is some buyers. The sooner the better. Will you go out and persuade friends so they buy. I'm nearly done with the earliest sketches so that would be your start to get them interested."

Bernard felt he needed to put more pressure on his wife, so added. "Understand that if we don't do anything, all of this will be gone in the same year that we are talking about."

Jenny looked straight at Bernard.

"What do you mean to say with that?"

"I simply say that the money flow stops and we are not able to keep this house which costs us a lot every month. I foresee that we have to sell it or a bailiff will do it for us." Bernard said while he knew that that would hurt Jenny.

"So that company of yours is doing bad in business and I have to personally suffer from it? That is more or less what you're saying." Jenny felt the bigger picture come in front of her.

"And I have to save it from bankruptcy. Is it that bad?" She added.

"I've pulled some other strings, but there must be done something to get the ship floating again. The next step would be to get it going again in a direction that we want. Bad winds and low tide have brought us in this position."

Bernard heard gravel squeezing from footsteps coming in their direction. The face belonging to the source of sound came in vision and Bernard must have looked quizzical as the lady first addressed him.

"Good evening, mister Bowers." She said with a smile.

Bernard frowned and just said. "Same to you." He stood up.

"Got work to do." With that he left for his study.

"Oh hi, almost forgot you. Do sit down. I finish my talks with Bernard later." Jenny said.




— ♦ —


Bernard heard some kisses when he left. The ladies face was bothering him. He knew he had seen it somewhere. How come there was something familiar about it?

Holding his cigar in the left corner of his mouth, and tilting his left cheek up, to avoid the smoke coming in his eyes, he felt the muscles in his neck protesting. Trying to turn his head a bit caused even more pain.

'Damn, what's that? I can't have that now.' Bernard thought.

In stead of going via the kitchen he returned to his study via the hall. The grandeur to be seen from every angle. Large paintings from Dutch masters on two sides. In the back of Bernard the opening to the kitchen and the garden. In front of him the stairs and doors to the drive in.

As he put his hand on the handle of the study, Bernard tried again to turn his head and now it went better. Another look at the guest from here was possible although not easy. The golden hair. That must be it, but still no name came into his mind, nor a location where he would have seen her.

A sting in his neck reminded him to slowly turn his head back in normal position. He sat down to give his neck some rest.

He had lost interest in the woman and thought about his plans ahead.

'What to do with Arthur, the weasal?' Bernard thought.

'What is he up to?'

Bowers Builders had been working before with Arthur and his company 'Caron Architects'. It was not the only architect bureau that they hired. Some of their ideas had been over the top. Like that stupid Art Deco styled house in Montreal. He had often wondered 'Who would live in such a mausoleum?'.

On the other hand the architects had outdone themselves with the offices that were located near the center of Toronto.

'For one, he wants my paintings. Badly, but not anytime soon. Why?' Bernard thought.

Thoughts about Arthur tumbled over each other in his mind.

Bernard sat down, while turning his head left to right and back and with some effort back to its normal middle. Oddly it felt already better.

'It must be the tension that I feel when talking to Jenny.' Bernard thought.

He took a long, slow pull on his cigar, after which he extinguished the stub with a lot of force.

'If Arthur has the painting, I basically have nothing left. No friends, no company, no wife. Sure I've got my house left.'

Becoming miserable by the minute and feeling the self-pity, he stood up and poured himself a whiskey.

The liquid burned his throat. Closing his eyes Bernard could feel the brown smooth alcohol go down while leaving a trace of hotness in his esophagus.

'I have to make sure to save the paintings one way or another. Why not swap them with others and rescue the one that Arthur wants in a fault. Or try to make a counterfeit of them. That sounded like a plan.'

Shortly after this plan came to mind, Bernard felt his breathing slow down. He could enjoy his drink better and felt his whole body calmed down. 

While his mind went over this plan again, he went over to his desk in search for his phone book.

He dialed a number.

"Hi, got some work for you. Meet me tomorrow at 11 in my office."

Bernard nearly whispered, as he only wanted the other to hear it.




— ♦ —


"Can you do that? Are you sure?" Bernard asked while he intensely looked at the man on the other side of the table.

He just looked and sounded too self-assured.

Bernard had to trust him. He had laid out his plan at high level and he wanted to tell only that to one other person. More would risk someone to talk and it would go wrong.

The other man looked like nothing next to Bernard. Bernard as usual in his suit, while the other man had loose fitting trousers, a sweater with white stains and shoes that clearly needed a polishing or two. This mans outfit didn't match the office surrounding at all.

Bernard had learned to know him at an opening exposition at one of the art gallery in Toronto, where he had walked around looking for nothing in particular. Once he stood next to Bernard who looked at some abstract image, he would only mumble, "Odd, not neatly done, easy work, simple colors."

The 'easy work' had triggered Bernard to ask, what the man found easy about it. An hour later Bernard had learned that the man understood how to deal with compositions and colors. The man had clearly stated that he admired the creativity of the painters which was something that he lacked.

Now he did exactly that: he looked at the 'The Card Players' from various distances. He admired the gift of the original painter with regards to the use of light and how he had captured it in the oil strokes.



"In order to have the job done, you will have to let me in, into your office as I need to make some sketches and have a look at the colors used in the composition. I can do it. With my next visit I can also estimate how long it will take. You can't contact me in between. I will get in contact with you as I just don't want to be disturbed. When we contact call me, Jean."

With that he left.






Much to think about

"Now how the hell did that happen to you Angela?" Jenny shouted.

"Why have you not paid more attention when you got the painting?"

"What should I do with you now that you have failed so miserably?"

Jenny could go on and on. All art-sisters were sitting outside and Jenny can't help that the volume of her voice makes it possible for anyone in not too far a distance can hear her. None of the others dared to say something, as Jenny seems to have one of her foul moods.

A skinny apology is heard. Angela doesn't dare to say it any louder.

"Say what? You only say sorry? What for? That you are an imbecile or something worse?" Jenny can't stop.

"Something so simple. Set up by me and you only had to collect one painting and what do you do? You come back with a blank canvas."

"Are you going to paint it yourself? Do you really think, you are that good?"

Jenny stands up and walks to the end of the veranda, to hold the railing she stares away. Trying to see the lake between the trees at the end of the garden.

Something white is laying at the end. Something unfamiliar. She turns back to the others.

"So, what are we going to do about that? It bothers me that there are some of you that can't seem to do a proper job." Jenny looks sharp at Angela.

"I can tell you that this has to stop, this amateurish way of working."

"Angela you will go back and only return when you have a proper painting."

"And you, Donna, you will guide her." Jenny added.

A long silence fell while Jenny walked up and down the veranda. No one dared to make a louder sound than the sip of the coffee in front of them.

"Mary. You have some unfinished business with Arthur. I want you to go back and let yourself completely go with that paper you got. Make sure that Arthur is not getting away from things again."

"But Arthur was really turning in a foul mood when I had the paper. I looked at it and there are only figures and a few words." Mary said.

Jenny stared at her. Enough to stop Mary excusing herself.

"You better all go now. I want to be alone."

With that all left Jenny.




— ♦ —


Being at home, Mary's mind came back to being in balance again. It had taken some time and wine, but now it felt better. The art-sisters had been discussing the option what to do with the paintings. Mary had not believed that she would be involved in the actual thinking of the plan ahead. She had always thought that Jenny would know. That Jenny was in total control. This day Jenny had proven that that was not the case. She had nearly broken down it seemed, when they were discussing the situation that Angela had gotten her self into. Getting a blank painting. Damn she was a real fool. Mary's mind couldn't stop thinking just that, while at the other end she could have been just as stupid. The way that Arthur had basically dumped her. Not the way she had wanted it to end. Luckily she had the paper.

She had to locate it and it had gone round the table and every art-sister had given it a look. No one had an idea what it was all about. Some sort of matrix with in the top the words 'Annee' and 'Réalisé'. That was 'Year' and the other word looked like the English 'Realized', so the numbers below could be a year and an amount. Per year it had risen roughly 15%. What had been realized? What had Arthur done that would make figures jump up like that. Were that earnings or number of employees? Or quite something else?

In the bottom other French words were written 'Budget et réalisations'. So the figures had to do with a budget and what was realized. No problem there. The budget numbers seemed to be on the low side in comparison with the realized amount. Not a clue if that was good or bad. Good if it were revenue amounts, bad if the costs were way over the budget.

Another column was just a number that seemed to be random, between 1 and 32. That was even weirder. The random numbers were all unique. However not in sequence. So three years ago had number 18, four years ago number 8 and five years ago it was 11. Not a clue what that number could be. She really had to go to Arthur and try to find out more about the figures.

She put on a new dress and reapplied make up. Checked her hair. With the paper in her purse she left for Arthur.

In her car she was thinking what her opening line would be. If he was even at the hotel. The last time she had been standing at the door as some wild fan, looking for a private party. Now, Mary was not so sure. The hotel came close. She would have to improvise.

Without looking at the reception she stepped in the elevator and went straight for his room.

"Arthur?" Mary voiced while giving a hard knock at the door.

"Partir." The muffled voice reached Mary, but no shoes walking could be heard.

Another try.

"Partir maintenant. Leave now."

At least he had replied. No one in the hotel corridor to see. That gave Mary enough strength to knock another time.

"Please. I made a mistake. I have something that you want to have. Open up."

"Merde." It came with anger in it, it could not mean a good word, so Mary braced herself.

The door swung open and there was Arthur. His face turned red.

"Now what, just give me back what belongs to me and go." Arthur said in a hissing voice.

Mary just rushed in, overruling every no-saying muscle in her body. This was definitely another Mary. One that Arthur had not seen yet.

"You come here only to bust in and now what?"

"I come for you. I think we have some unfinished business."

While coming in, Mary had scanned if there were any papers laying around. Not this time. Most likely they were near his desk.

Arthur saw her eyes scanning the room and grabbed her right arm and pulled at it.

"That's it, you are going nowhere. Sorry, you are going one way and that is out. Give me the paper and get lost."

"No Arthur, it will not be that easy." Mary replied. She pulled herself loose. Arthur was really an office man. No muscles. One didn't have to be so strong to get out of the tangles of this man.

Mary headed over to the desk, last time it had been overflowing with notes, notepads and letters. She kept on striding straight at the desk. One of the drawers was slightly open. Arthur ran past her to quickly close it with a bang.

Now that Mary had gotten so far, she was going all the way. Trying to open the drawer he stepped in between. She pulled at his shirt, she grasped his face.

'Be mean, be a bitch, be strong.' Went through her mind as heard from the art-sisters. It gave her more power. The adrenaline flowed freely now. Mary let go of the face, moved her hand backwards and smacked it in his face and pull her hand away with her nails in a ninety degree angle on his face. His first reaction was to cover his face.

That opened a gap between him and the desk. Her hand let go of his shirt. Pulled on the first drawer that her hand found. It opened enough to put her hand in.

Arthur became less a gentlemen and with a sharp hip movement, he closed the drawer as far as possible.

"Ouch". Not giving in yet, she drove her nails in Arthur's neck, while her other hand felt around in the drawer.

Her fingers could feel a booklet. With force, she got more grip on it.

Arthur tried to push her away from the desk. Tried to slap her in her face. He was just to short and the nails kept on hurting him badly. He had to bring both his hands to his neck to free himself from Mary's nails. 

Just that instance, Mary felt that the pressure on the drawer was released and with a yell she tore out the booklet and held it high while trying to make a fist of her hand in his face.

"Noooo." Was the only answer from Arthur. With as much power as he had left, his knee shot up in her strawberry.

Immediately the tension of the nails decreased. She dropped backwards and with her head she fell against a chair.

With only the booklet in mind and that she should hold on to what she got, she breathed heavily and turned around on her knees.

Arthur feeling on the winning side, he kicked her in the side.

'Be a bitch.' Mary thought again and with a scream she put all her force in her right foot and stretched it while looking over her shoulder.

Right in his groin. With a loud moan Arthur fell.

With new energy in her body, Mary stood up and looked down at Arthur.

"Not all to long ago I thought you were decent to women, but I've learned something about you. Your mean and that can only be answered by someone worse. You have just learned that person. Now say goodbye, to your biggest nightmare."

Clasping the booklet close to her body, Mary let herself out and used the alarm stairs to leave the building.




— ♦ —


Angela had rented a car for this trip back to Martin. She had the virgin painting loosely packed in the original wrapping with her.

She had no problem to park the car nearby and didn't have to walk long on her high heals. She wobbled to the house.

'Damn, that is one of the lesser things of these shoes.' She thought. But Angela wore them with pride. It made her taller and she could only walk with a straight back with them. All the more impression she would leave at others.

She pushed back her shoulders extra to look at her best when she stopped in front of Martin's front door. She rang the bell.

"It's open, come right in." He shouted.

"I will be in a minute with you." He added.

Martin came in and his face turned from emotionless to happy.

"I certainly hadn't expect you already back."

"Oh, why is that then?" Were Angela's first words spoken to him.

"Well to me you left rather in a hurry. So much that you took something from me that was not yours."

"What was that then? I can't recall that I had taken something from you." Angela opens the fight.

"Don't get me wrong. You took something, but you had to take something else. Didn't we discuss that you would take a painting and check if it would fit your interior? In stead you took a blank frame. That one still needs to be painted. I use that one sometimes to show the type of cloth that is being used by a painter. So basically I got you trapped in my little joke." Martin's smile grows and turns in laughter.

"You should have seen your face. That was funny. Sorry it ran this way, but hey you thought that you would get something so precious to me just after we met for the first time?"

Angela feels she's going to blush. How could she have been fooled so simple.

"Come on. Don't let it ruin your day. Let's have some coffee and see how we can repair this."

Martin clearly wanted to get their relation in a better position.

Angela relaxes a bit once they sit down.

Martin starts with some small talk. After some time the subject changes to art. Not that odd with all the sculptures and paintings around them. Martin is really into it. He is an amazing man to have a talk with. He knows his work and he knows far more than Angela about work from other artists.

"Are you still interested in the painting of which you took version zero?" He asks with a big smile.

"I wouldn't dare. If you really can't miss it, maybe there is another item that feels OK to let go for some time."

"Sure, I'm working for an exposition during the opening of Fraser gallery so I can't miss larger works, but we can find something. That will not be the problem, but what do you have in return. Do you want to buy it? Or purchase it maybe later?" Martin is not only an artist, but also a salesman.

"Uhm, well I don't have much cash, but it seems that we get along well enough. Can't you move it under the umbrella of trust?" Angela states.

Martin looks at her with a mule face and repeats.

"Umbrella of trust? What more will fit under that?"

"Plenty. Maybe something from me will go under there as well."

"From you?"

To proof what she had just said, Angela moved over to Martin so her knee and upper leg touched his.

Martin softened up and laid his hand on her knee while looking at it.

Always talking, but now it seemed that he was looking for words.

"I can't remember that I've enjoyed the company of a woman more then what I now experience." He uttered.

"Oh, there is lots more that you can encounter with me."

Now her right hand slowly touched his upper arm and gently stroke it over to his shoulder and into his neck.

Angela stared at him intensely. Her mind raced of things that could happen now.

Martin's hand started to slowly move up. His torso turned towards her, so he could place his other hand in her neck and he drew her head to his for a long kiss.




— ♦ —


It proofed that Jean, the falsifier, only needed four times to come by at the office of Bernard. 

He had come in at various times to unravel the usage of the light done by Cézanne in the composition. Jean knew that this was by far the biggest version of the painting. This one measured 97 by 130 cm. It was one of the earliest painted in a series of five.

In the office the work didn't really take the room because of its size. It was the brilliance of the light radiating especially from the man in the right that wears the brightest suit of the two.

In his studio, Jean worked long days on the image in between his visits. He and Bernard had made the arrangement that they would not be seen outside the offices of Bowers Builders.

Bernard had no idea what to expect of the man. Only the best would be good enough. To support the man and get him going he had paid thirty percent of the total amount to cover material costs and to state he was serious with the painting.

With that Bernard and the man had split up after Jean's second visit in the office.

It was nine weeks after they first had discussed what Bernard wanted, that they saw each other again.

The man said he was finished and wanted to see the money. Bernard paid another thirty percent of what was discussed earlier, as the painter would get the remaining part when the piece was transferred to Bernard and really become in possession of Bernard.

When Jean came in with the painting, he put it next to the original. Bernard had to swallow hard to see the differences. He didn't find any. They swapped the two works. Jean took the original and Bernard would pick it up later to bring it to his house. Bernard wanted to have it as less as possible in his hands while he could be seen by others.






Charlie to the rescue

"Ah, good to have you on the phone. Its Bernard Bowers" Bernard coughed.

"Bernard, it's good to hear your voice. Man it has been ages that we talked to each other." Charlie replied.

"Yeah, yeah. It have been difficult times. You have heard it multiple times I take it. I've never really thanked you for what you've done."

"I think the honor is all mine. What is it that I can help you with?" Charlie replied.

Charlie had done his daily flight from Toronto to Montreal and back. A regular transport job.

It had been a long time ago that Bernard had called the flight agency and in the end he had met Bernard who had flown with him to Montreal for a business trip. It had been one of several and after some months it had grown quiet between the two.

Charlie had thought that he had done something wrong.

Bernard didn't speak for some time, so Charlie tried again.

"I've done some great trips with you. Can I help with another one?"

Bernard felt a bit stupid when he had Charlie on the phone as he knew that there had been no flights anymore as there was hardly money in the company to fly. So he had most of the time dealt with issues via the phone. 

"I was wondering if you are still in the flying business?" Bernard asked.

"Sure, that is one thing that I'm good at and like so much. Why is that?"

"Good to hear. Well to be honest I might be interested in some flights to be done by you. Are you able to plan them yourself?"

"What do you mean by that?" Charlie asked.

"If I ask you to fly next week for me, can you do that?"

"Fly for you or you fly with me to somewhere?"

"No, the first. I need something transported. I want you to deliver some goods for me in Montreal. A person will collect the goods from you when you arrive there." Bernard briefly explains.

"I can do transports. It really depends on how large a volume. If it is too large, I can only help out with the arrangement of a larger plane."

"Oh, no it is not the volume. It is the fact that you will transport it without too many people knowing about it."

Charlie understood that what Bernard asked was shady, but if profitable enough, why not?

"Well, the only thing that I need to know is the size and weight and whom to deliver it to. Of course the fee for the transport will be special. I can go with only a description of the receiver, so I recognize the person when I arrive at Montreal." Charlie states.

"I want you to transport some valuable goods. It fits in a sports bag, so I don't think it will be a large problem with regards to the size."

"Sounds ok to me. What about the weight? That will not be a problem I take it, as it is only a sports bag?"

"Well that might surprise you as it will be a heavy bag. How much can I trust you? As I want this type of transport to be done multiple times."

"I think that I've showed you in earlier times that you can trust me. That is, as far as I understand, also why you, Bernard, are calling me."

"Uh, true." Bernard fell silent.

"You said somewhere next week?" Charlie picks up the business part.

"A car will be dropping the bag on Tuesday afternoon. Can the bag be the same day in Montreal?"

"Yeah, that's not a problem. I can arrange for 13:00 hours. Is that OK?" Charlie asks.

"The bag will be at your place at 12:30 next week Tuesday. Send me a regular bill will you. Next to the bag, you will get an envelope addressed to you. Keep that."

Bernard finished the call without saying goodbye.




— ♦ —


'Awkward man, but if he is bringing money in the pocket. No problem.' Charlie thought. 

His mind raced of to the alternatives that came in view with some extra cash. There was some backlog in the maintenance of the plane. Sure there could go some money. He wanted another car as the current Chrysler was literary falling apart. His dream was however that new house in Montreal. He had been saving some money, but it was far from enough.

He walked back and forth, not knowing what to do. All options were on the table. He couldn't share it with someone, just because there was no one. No family, no friend.

"Damn I could use one now." He muttered.

His walking became a steady pace. His hands went from open to fists and back again.

The room he was in, was not large at all. A desk and chair was on one side and a cabinet was behind it with the admin and some loose materials.

On the other side was a table with radio equipment where Charlie would sit and talk to air traffic controllers or listen to the weather forecasts.

Above the equipment a large aerial map of Toronto and its surroundings.

If Charlie was on the radio he had only to turn his head right to see who would walk into the office. Next to the door two lower seats for the customer to wait or Charlie would get some rest after a long flight. Some aerial picture frames were hanging above the chairs. One of them lost color already as it had become wet of the condense in his previous office.

'Calm down, take it easy. You can do this. Take a deep breath. You first flight was worse, as now you can't even fall.' Charlie had to relax himself.

'The items had value as monsieur Bowers said. That could be a start. If I could make that to use. However I don't know what the item really is, nor do I know what value means. It could be considerate as monsieur Bowers is a wealthy man.'

Charlie couldn't stop his mind racing. One thing after another came rushing into his mind and went out in the same speed.

Finally with a coffee in the chair near the door, he came to rest a bit.

That helped as he came to the conclusion that he would take on as much work from Bowers as possible and use the earned money for saving for the house.

The tension grew softer and disappeared, his coffee tasted better, the sun came out.

Charlie had for a long time a sense of rest.




— ♦ —


Bernard opened the vault in his study and looked amazed at the content.

Sure he knew what was inside, but it had given him joy every time that he looked inside.

It used to be filled with one manila envelop that contained his will and papers that showed that he was the sole owner of Bowers Builders.

The remaining items however made him smile every time he opened the smaller door behind the books in the bookshelf.

Sixteen bars of gold neatly stacked. This was his finding. Bernard had problems collecting them all from his car into the house and he was grateful that the late night had been without visitors. He hadn't even seen or heard Jenny.

Bernard took out one bar with a cloth as he didn't want to get his grease on it.

Every time he had one in his hands he was surprised about the weight. Not so much to see, but all the more attracted by earth.

He had no problems with where the gold was coming from. It was the mans owns fault to die over there. Without remorse Bernard was thinking about that night he drove home and wanted just to stop and view the content of the boxes.

It had become more than that.

He pushed the bar in an envelope and that in a box.

Bernard closed the door and made sure that the books were in place again. 

He sealed the box and wrote only one word on the box. Gregory.

His handwriting was clear enough and to overcome problems he had written the name in large letters.

This would be part of a number of transport rounds that Charlie would do for him.

Next to this he wrote Charlie on an envelope. Pushed some cash in and closed it.

'How come I trust him. He might even be such a moron to just take it and leave. He has an airplane and with that much money available in gold, Charlie can live pretty OK for some time.' Bernard thought.

He weighted the box in his hand and had somewhat trouble to find the balance of the box. He tugged it under his arm and left his office.

He sat the box down on the chair next to the driver seat. Bernard looked at it several times. As if it was going somewhere.

Bernard had expected that it was busier on the road to the airport. He would be there too soon.

He slowed down to a speed that was near half what others were driving. With much sounds of horns of other cars he missed the police car that came up to him and made a stop signal.

"Why so slow, mister?" The first officer asked, while another walked around his car. Touched it deliberately as it shined all over the place.

"As I'm not in a hurry at all."

"You are holding up the other traffic, you'll have to gain some extra speed. Where are you going to?"

The second officer was ready with his round and peaked in his car.

"To the airport." Bernard spoke the words and immediately was sorry for that.

"I don't see any bags with you besides the small one next to you. Are you flying somewhere?"

"Uh, no I'm just going to see the action." Bernard replied with some improvisation.

"Don't you have something better to do, all dress up like a business man and then 'just look around'?"

A sweat drop appeared on his forehead that Bernard wanted to swipe away as soon as possible. Why did he had to drive that slow.

"Looking if someone arrives that I can take home." The words came out in a blur. Bernard had hardly thought about what he said.

"So first you say that you are going to see action, the next you say you are going to collect someone. What's the truth?"

"Well, as a matter of fact both." Bernard lied without a problem.

"How's that? Who will you see then?" The first officer had a uncompromising voice at this moment.

Bernard finally saw that this was going nowhere, in fact it got him in more trouble if he didn't finish this soon.

More drops began to form on his forehead.

He looked to the officer, through the front window and back again and then it hit him in the face how easy this could be.

"Gregory. An old mate of mine." Bernard said while he put his hand on the box next to him while staring at the officer.

"Step out of your car, please, and open the trunk. We just need to check everything."

Bernard watched the second officer while getting out of the car. He walked to the back and saw the officer he had followed now stepped in his car.

'Don't touch my box, don't do it, get away from it.' Bernard thought.

Through the rear window he saw the man opening the glove box. He pulled out the map and dark skin leather gloves.

Officer one now stood real close to Bernard and looked around in the trunk. Empty at first sight.

"How come you have such a nice and clean looking car, but have mud parts in your trunk." He said while picking up a piece of mud from a corner.

Bernard felt a cold shiver going up his back.

The second officer came next to them with the gloves in a hand.

"What about these, sir? They are kind of dirty. Anything to say about that?"

"Uh, well. I have helped a friend of mine to clear out the garden and used the gloves while getting the roots out of the earth. We brought the roots to the wasteland. Sure there was mud on the roots."

The second officer looked to the first officer and brought up one shoulder.

They exchanged a glance, before the first officer threw away the mud.

"Your OK, close the trunk and from now on, drive at the regular speed. Good day, sir."

"Give the gloves to monsieur." He addressed his colleague.

With a sigh of relief Bernard tossed the gloves in the compartment and started his car.

He looked at his watch and saw there was barely any time left to get in time.




— ♦ —


Charlie looked at the timetable that was prepared in the pilots lounge. His plane was scheduled for 13:05 to prepare for take off and leave the tarmac at 13:15. He sure needed to have that time and wanted even to be earlier at his plane.

'Where is he, where is the man with a box that should be delivered? Was this a fraud of someone claiming to be in time and not showing up?' He thought.

It would leave Charlie with at least costs that should be paid for the take off window that he had reserved. Sure he could send the invoice, but if there was no one showing up with a package then the odds were that there would be nobody who would pay the bill in the end.

"What a fool I've been."

Charlie looked at the massive clock next to the chalk board with the timetable. There was no room for procrastination as the next plane to leave was scheduled for 13:30 and every quarter after that until 16:30.

Still 10 minutes left before he should head over to his plane, but without the package he would not leave.

Charlie went over to the water tap to fill his cup. He looked outside to the clouds, back to the board again to read the weather forecast for the third time.

7 Minutes left.

As if there was no problem, a large man came out of the hallway. A carton package under his arm. He looked vaguely familiar, so Charlie needed only one guess.

"Mister Bowers? So good to see you. You are only just in time. Sorry to be rude, but is that the package?"

"Sure is. Be careful with it. I know that you will be, but I just want to say that Gregory should get it in his hands delivered by only you. Gregory will have a small plate with him at the arrivals with only his name on it. Say to him, 'Birds fly low these days' and he will answer 'Not over here.'"

It took some time for Charlie to let it sink and nod.

With that Bernard extended his arms with the package. The weight was immense, while he had it still theight, but in front of him.

Charlie looked once again at Bowers. He felt the tension of the man although he was several meters away from him.

Walking up to Bowers he said. "Sure, understood. Now I have to go as I have only sparse time to lift off."

He took the package which had Gregory in large writing on top of it. The weight being shifted from Bowers to him felt stunning.

'What is inside, that would give such a small box this weight.' Charlie thought.

"It will be delivered in time. Have to go now. Merci et au revoir."

With that he left Bernard alone.

With some luck he would still be able to get his time slot and leave in time.

The box neatly fitted in the small cargo box at the end of the plane.

Charlie grabbed the checklist and marked all the items OK or noted down a number for the time and meter readings.

He checked with ground control if he was still in time.

Five minutes later he was at the beginning of the runway and pushed the power handle forward.

With a clear sky and some south western wind the trip went smoother than expected.

Charlie hoped that the curious person Gregory would be in time at Montreal as it would help him to leave earlier then expected.

He landed the plane without trouble and taxied it to the hangar.

Charlie filled in the papers needed for the office. Happy with the smaller flight he didn't have to spend any time with fueling up, at Montreal airport, before he would leave. He walked around the plane for a visual check on damages. Nothing.

He noticed that the lock on the small storage room in the back of the plane was not closed. The door could have easily be opened by anyone without him noticing it. He fetched the box and was again surprised about its weight. He carefully turned it around an saw that he was not able to open it without closing it and leaving no trace. He shook it, only the balance felt different when doing so. He turned the box with the name on top again.

The arrivals where not far away and he saw a few people standing and looking around. One elderly man stood looking at the arrivals timetable without knowing what to look for and had a carton with Gregory on it standing against his thigh.

"Birds fly low these days." Charlie said while closing in.

Without looking directly in Charlie's eyes the answer came. "Not over here."

He quickly glanced at Charlie who stood, looking fascinated to the man.

'So this is a so called in-between man.' Charlie thought.

"Hand it over." The man whispered while making sure that his face was hard to see.

"Huh, oh sure." Charlie felt foolish while he handed over the package.

As soon as the man had a hold on the package, he turned and was gone.

Charlie could only return to his plane, make himself and the machine ready to fly again and wait for his turn.




— ♦ —


"Charlie, foxtrot, foxtrot, one, eight here. Permission to take off." Charlie requested ground control.

"Ground control, no problem. Start within  five minutes."

Charlie taxied his plane to the start of the runway. 

Taking off was never a big problem for Charlie. Even with wind from the side. Neither was the wind a problem today. 10 minutes later he was in the air and he had put the power back to a minimum to spare gasoil and enjoy the view as he was flying low over the land.

He would fly from Montreal to Macdonald airport in Ottawa as the fuel was cheapest there. From there he would fly to Toronto. It would take him roughly four hours to get home.

During his break at Ottawa he bought himself a sandwich. A start check was done and as the weather seemed to be fair he was quickly away and in the air again.

The terrain under his plane hardly changed. Woods and sometimes a road. He could see the track of the railroad. He used that most of the time to guide him towards home or to Ottawa airport. Of course he knew how to fly on his compass, but now and again it seemed so much easier just to follow the line on the ground. Just like coloring a drawing. Keep inside the lines and the result would be OK.

Charlie came closer to the spot where he had encountered the low flying plane that he could just dodge. Thinking about it gave him a boost in his heart frequency. What was it with that place. He flew in the area and decided to circle above the place, wondering if he would see that flying cowboy. If so, he would get rid of him as soon as possible. He would let the air officials know of the cowboy as it was too dangerous for less talented flyers.

No one to see. Charlie would fly a circle counter clockwise. He knew that he was a sitting duck as no one would fly like that in this area.

There were some open stretches of land where he could land his plane. No intention at this moment, but while finishing his circle he more and more liked the idea of dropping packages at the location and only later collect them or hide them. This was definitely something to remember. Maybe even building a small house. That would help with getting rest when he was older. For the coming years he needed his pilot job to get some additional money. That would allow him to buy something decent in one of the forests. Thinking about it was already great fun. He was already day dreaming about picking up his canoe and paddling on a lake. Do a bit of fishing and live off the land. The idea appealed to him more and more. Charlie made a second circle. He couldn't see any houses.

There was however something wrong in this place. He had trouble putting a finger on it. Was it that there were hardly any houses? The flatness of the place or did the flying cowboy still swirl around in the back of his memory. The guy had really freaked him out the previous time when he went east. Odd that he had not come across him this time. His Cessna had been an easy target. Especially if it was not on the regular flying route and there were hardly any other noises. His simmering motor didn't help either.

Charlie checked the amount of fuel he still had left. Enough for another round.

This time at a lower altitude, as he would then be able to oversee the land easier. Not all the details, but enough to check what spot attracted him and were he could land his plane if he needed to. A smaller lake had caught his eyes. It was stretched from west to east and on the east side was some sort of grass land. If it was not too bumpy he would be able to start and land his plane from there.

A darker idea popped up. When he hit a bank, he could hide out here. In a split second he removed the idea from his mind as Kaladar was still enclosed by roads and getting there with a plane would surely be remembered by persons if they were interrogated just after he would have hit the bank and fled to this place. His mind wandered off to a minor house he could set near the lake and how smooth it could be.

Satisfied about what he had seen he returned to his flying route to Toronto.

Without any problems he landed his plane at the airport, did a final check before he locked the Cessna and left for home.






Worried like hell

Arthur was worried. Worried about the outcome of the content of the booklet that Mary had taken from him.

Lately he had been shorter in answers. He normally was calm but razorblade sharp with his remarks and answers. Now it all seemed that he was angry or upset.

Arthur knew better. He had trusted lots of his thoughts to the booklet. Most important it contained a list of names and addresses that should not be found when he executed his plan for Bowers Builders. He had a number of them moved in positions within the company. They were basically his ears and eyes within the company.

He was proud of his design bureau, but lacked a more practical side of the work. Sure, lots of designs were produced, updated and sold. However there was hardly the recognizing that a building or even better, its design was prepared by him and his team. The actual owners of the finished building would normally get all the credits. After that credits went to the building company, than the interior design company and only at last place were the architects of the building.

Arthur hated that. He had been working hard to get some recognition. It had come in small portions. At the moment that he moved up the ladder to become the design studio manager and later on when he became director of the bureau.

Still he was not satisfied. He wanted more. There was more. He wanted to become bigger, have more profit and outshine architects.

Arthur had noticed that Bowers Builders was not doing all that well. He had made several calculations and prepared some ideas. Some weird, others too complex and a few that were worth of further investigation. These ideas were all in the booklet that was now in the possession of Mary. That evil woman that had tricked him over and over again. While thinking about it, he got pissed again as he could only think that it was his own fault. Hard to accept, but all the more true. 

Mary had been deviously using her female beauty and in the vulnerable moments that Arthur had arguments with Nora, Mary had stepped in his live. All the more worried he was that it had been so simple for any woman that was not that smart to wrap him around a finger. Sure he thought she was a knock-out, but that was all the more disturbing that he could be caught that easily. Again he cursed at his stupidity. Especially going into a fight, with her, that had almost broken his hand. He had been foolish enough to leave all his paperwork on the desk. Ready to be read by anyone that wanted to. He had noticed Mary reading when they had spend the bed together and he woke up. The bedroom door was open and he had heard pages being turned over. As fast as possible he had come out of bed and stormed into the room.

The rest was history. Mary had taken the booklet and left.

Arthur was left with some of the notes that he had now neatly stacked in one of the drawers. Closed with a key.

He knew the large picture of the content, so he could go from there on. Next to that, he was determent to get the booklet back from Mary.

To get his hands more and more on Bowers Builders he put Bernard in a corner, knowing that his company hardly had money Arthur had put a claim on the painting. He knew that the work was of value.

Cleverly he had maneuvered already three persons that worked for him inside Bowers Builders. The most useful person had been one of the managers, John, that worked in the same building as Bernard. Information when Bernard was at the office had proven that there was a pattern in his availability. For example the late hours at Tuesdays. John was able to follow Bernard close up and had given himself access to Bernard's agenda.

Arthur knew which and when other architects would be coming in and used that knowledge to find out what the other architects had as positive and negative items. This was the first time that Arthur had been using that knowledge to great length during meetings with one of his clients. In this situation Bernard was open for the negative parts of possible architects. Arthur had learned that Bernard gulped in information about the financial status and poor quality of some of them.

This had been quite useful in the meeting when he had proposed Bernard to use the paintings in the biggest deal that Arthur would see for his company.

With the issues of Mary and his wife Nora not talking to him anymore, Arthur had been tense, very tense. Nora would normally calm him down with her sweet voice and moves, but she was not around now. Arthur paced back and forth in the room. That hardly helped him. He sat down at his desk and began to work on what he would say and do during his next meeting with Bernard that was eminent.



He stepped in the office of Bernard showing respect, but knowing that he would get in a tough meeting. Once he sat down and started to write about what he would say today, Arthur had found back his normal calm exposure. He showed it today.

"I can't say, Bernard, that I'm not overwhelmed again by the beauty of the paintings in this room."

"Good morning, yes they are special, aren't they. I know that you have a keen eye on these. Interested in other art as well?" Bernard tried to reply in the same calm posture as he knew that it helps to bring the opponent out of position by copying him.

"Big pictures are my favorite. The bigger the better. I own some that are just to big to fit in my office. They are stored for later usage."

"Remarkable. You own paintings, yet you don't seem to have enough and now you want mine as well?"

"Uhm, I notice that I have tickled you the last meeting. It is not about the number, it is about the quality. The pictures that I see here are looking very good."

Bernard waited for Arthur to continue.

"I know that this Cezanne will be mine for two years to look at. I envy you as the owner. I want the Cezanne to be moved to my offices next week."

"Ah, moving. That reminds me of moving this office to something that you've designed. You have presented drawings and we sealed a deal that your company would be partnering with Bowers Builders. I have found a decent plot of land. I bought it and I want you to help me go over the sketches of the design, how to position the new building."

Arthur was amazed how quickly the subject of paintings was left and moved into issues with buildings.

"Merde, what are you saying. You bought land without consulting me?"

"I just had to acquire it. To cheap to let go. I know, I know it was not handy to just do this, but let me assure you that the board members were not happy as well. It took me quite some talking to stretch their flexibility and in the end they more or less agreed. I don't have to ask for an agreement of you, when I want to buy something, do I?"

"No approval from me, true, but might it occur to you that the building might not fit or looks bad in that location?" Arthur said while he spread his arms.

"I don't believe that any of your designs will look bad in whatever environment. That is why I invited you and that we can go over this." Bernard pointed at the paperwork on the table.

"Paintings, buildings, sketches. What is the next thing that you bring on the table? Where are you heading?"

"To our next step. Last time we discussed the price, now the next thing is putting the design in place. I want to do that, right now." Bernard said and walked to his desk from which he took a folder. Its content was simple, a design and a map.

On the large table he unfolded the drawings that Arthur had seen nearly too much. He knew every part of it, hated the number of changes that he and his team had made to it, to become this last version. The blueprint was magnificent, the curves of the building unheard. The way the windows were placed was utterly bizarre, but proofed well in the total concept.

"What do you mean with putting this in place?" Arthur asked while pointing to the design.

Bernard opened the map and bent over it. His index finger moved across roads, parts with trees, agriculture and stopped near a green part, a bit of yellow and a red line that would be a road.

"There. There, I want to put your design right there, were my finger is. Prepare an image with how that will look from this road. Main offices such as the ones seen on your design will be facing the road."

"Bernard, I take it that you understand that I first have to see the lot, before I can do anything with my design. I see some lines on the map that could be heights."

"It is quite even over there. When doing the groundwork, we will make sure that all to be build will be on a zero percent slope. Just like what you've sketched. So only the number of degrees that the building should be turned against the road is of importance."

Arthur looked at Bernard with an odd smile. He wanted to have the last word in this.

"Give me the directions to the space and I will see you next week to notify you how the building will be positioned."

Once exchanged, Arthur left, Bernard wondered if he could trust his architect on this matter.






Interior Job done

The apartment in Montreal had been cleared out. All floors had been redone. The walls were all painted white. The only thing that reminded an old habitant if he would look at it now was the kitchen, as it had already a modern look and was still in good condition.

With that surrounding, Jenny had been stepping in and admired the space that it had. The apartment was on the third floor and had on one side a view that included the Saint Lawrence river in the back and further on the bridge to Saint-Lambert. The other side showed a variety of buildings. Bernard had brought Jenny and Donna to the place. He had been quite clear.

“This is your first assignment. Make sure that this spot will become outstanding. It must have the atmosphere of allure. As if it is prepared for a VIP. When can it be ready, so I can sell it?” He asked.

Jenny frowned. Walked and looked around. Didn’t care that her husband had to wait. Bedrooms, bathroom and kitchen. The large living space.

The apartment needed air and light colors.

Bernard had walked behind both ladies from one room to another. Sometimes he made a remark to hurry, which Jenny would easily wave away.

Finally Jenny came to a halt and looked up from her notepad.

“I will need several painters, two carpenters and someone that can fix some lightning.”

“All well. I will arrange them for the time you need them. When is it finished?” Bernard asked.

“Not sure.” Jenny teased him as she wanted to get him to give the most.

“What do you mean?”

“How do I know what quality of men you will send? Are they available full time or are they taken away for other projects?”

“They are all well experienced and you have them at your disposal.”

“Mmm, Donna has to select the coloring and discuss that. I will look at the furniture and other interior hardware.”

With growing impatience, Bernard wanted to make an impression and stepped up to Jenny.

Closing in, he asked. “How long?”

“Two or three months.”

“Make it two. You will start tomorrow. I want an early drawing on my desk at the end of this week what it will look like. We will use it when I’m selling this. Here is the key, close the door when you leave.”

Bernard walked out without looking backwards.

Donna and Mary had been selecting the colors. Jenny had agreed upon it. She had been looking at several places for the fitting tables, closets, light fixtures. The first weeks the progress was slow as the workers were not used to getting orders from a woman. Jenny was hard on them and that made it all the more complex. When they found their way to work with each other, the progress became better. In some cases, the workers even added tips and suggestions to the plan that Jenny could accept easily as they were far better than her ideas.

The apartment seemed to grow with each step done to it. It all fitted together. Jenny was firm to check the delivered quality of the work. Bernard was checking upon his wife and others only once. It had been in week six and Jenny guided him thru the apartment as if she was the sales manager.

“I have to say that you seem to have it all under control. Two months is still attainable?” He asked.

“I will need a bit more. But don’t look at the time, look at the result. That is far more valuable.” She replied.

“Carry on.” With that, he walked out the apartment.

After ten weeks, all was ready to include the selected artwork from the collection of the art-sisters. Jenny was over the moon that she could use her own stock and that it would even bring the art-sisters money.

“I knew that we have done a remarkable job.” Donna said to Mary and Jenny.

They were sitting on the sofas, admiring the result.

“We sure have. I like the fact that we could enter the art as we did it. This might well be a solid source of income for us.” Mary remarked.

“For me, it is hardly the income. I like the idea that we have gotten the action and adrenaline rushing to get the art, and now we have the fun to show it to others. If Bernard likes this as we do, we might have ourselves a mighty interesting time ahead.”

The door opened. Bernard stepped in. Still holding the door in his hand, he looked around in the living area.

His jaw dropped.

“What … have … you … done to the place? It doesn’t look like anything at all.” He said.

“What do you mean?” Jenny answered.

“It is just drop dead wonderful. This is surely very salable.”

Closing the door, Bernard walked around. From one room to another. Admiring the color scheme and stopping in front of several paintings.

“I didn’t ask for artworks in this place, but with the paintings of such quality, this is just a marvellous place. I’ll make good money for this. Let’s leave and get ourselves a stiff drink to celebrate the result.”

They left the apartment and walked to the nearest bar.




— ♦ —


It seemed like she was walking on air. Five paintings had found their way into the first apartment decorated by Jenny and it thrilled her to see them hanging there. It was as if the works had found her to be installed at the same location. That good did they fit together.

"Ah, your here. I just wanted to talk to you." Bernard came in the kitchen.

Jenny stopped with preparing her breakfast, wondering what this would be about.

"As I said yesterday, you have done an outstanding job. It puzzled me where the artwork was coming from. They are all of high quality. I didn't want to ask you before, as that is none of the business of the other ladies at the bar."

Jenny had seen this coming, but didn't want to give a prompt reaction.

"Great works indeed. They fit with the rest of the apartment, don't they?"

"Sure do. Especially the white one in the living. From whom is it?"

"White? The one with the mountains on it? It is a Lawren Harris one. Found it during one of the trips with the girls to Ottawa."

"Sure is good. It will help selling the apartment. Where do you store it once I sell the apartment?" Bernard asked.

"Store it? It belongs to the place. It should stay there. Next to it, Bowers Builders has already paid for it. So you could make a profit from it if you are going to sell the apartment with all in it. See it as a full service selling item. The buyer only has to bring in his or her clothes and that's it."

Bernard looked up in surprise.

"Sell the artworks as well? Together with all in it? No, can't do that. Only what is fixed will be part of the package."

"Wrong thinking." Jenny took over control in their dialogue.

"See this as a total solution. With wealthy men coming into town. They don't want to be burdened with what to put on the wall or make it a little cosy. That is why you hired me and the girls. To make it a home for the new patron."

"But, this is so radical. This is unheard off. I even think that Bowers Builders is the first that has groomed an apartment like that. With the art included, the price may vary based upon the value of that alone." Bernard uttered with disbelief in his intonation.

"Come on, are you stupid or what. That makes it even a better selling item. It is a two-fold investment. One in the apartment and the other one being the art itself. Don't underestimate the lover of a bit of luxury. They will not hesitate to come back or let friends know about their new crazy fine home in Montreal."

"We'll see what it will become. If not sold in four weeks, the artworks will be excluded from the total price and with that discounted price I will sell it."

Bernard walked up to the window. Waited a bit and turned around.

"What has happened to you, by the way? You've grown more friendly to me. Anything that I have to expect to be happening in the coming weeks that I will dislike?"

Now it was Jenny's eyebrow that moved up. She had to take this gentle else the real existence of the art-sisters was in jeopardy. She had to protect that setup in every way.

"It is what you see. I've liked the job you gave me for preparing the interior of the apartment. The further we were into it, the better it showed and became us."

"Ah, well, then I have good news for you and your friends. Bowers Builders has decided to have another three apartments to prepare in the same way. You will be in charge again, for finishing them. Are you OK with doing that?" Bernard eyed her like an eagle to spot any out-of-order reaction.

Jenny could have jumped in the air, but she didn't want to give her husband too much.

"Have to think about it. After this I will change and go to the opening of the Fraser gallery. I will see the others and will discuss with them. I hope that I can convince them."

She already knew that that would not at all be the problem. The problem would be to get that many artworks in a short period. There was maybe work for only two apartments available.




— ♦ —


Fraser Gallery was on the north side of Montreal in one of the hippest areas of town.

Ideally positioned between a bar/restaurant and a bank. Just the place to collect money, spend it on art and celebrate the purchase.

The marks of being a former garage showed on the large windows and the two entrance doors. One was unlocked and with a red carpet, they welcomed invitees in. Inside one could see how vast it was as it stretched to the far back end. The art-sisters came in and accepted the glass of champaign and the cigarettes.

A small ensemble played classical music in one corner.

Jenny and her flock went for the centre as they could see the colossal works best from there. They accepted the occasional intruder of their view on the paintings and sculptures. The gallery holder had included five unique artists which was easy to see as the art works differed very much from each other. One had only paintings of the lake. Another on portraits of well-known business persons. Sculptures that were made of stone were at several positions and must all be of the same maker as they looked similar in style and stone colour. Not too bad, only a few pieces interested Jenny. She had heard from the fourth painter and was immediately attracted to the works. Varied in size, the colours were vivid and would draw one really into the picture. Abstract as they were, each viewer would recognise something in it. With the current market, these would do great in every interior.

Angela already knew the following artist. It was a ‘Martin’ as he had told her he would be included in this opening exposition. She looked around for him, found him in the back end and said to the others, "Excuse me, I see my target. Don't wait for me. I'll get home myself."

She rushed off to a far corner. On her way, she saw the other paintings of Martin which made her even more greedy.

Mary and Donna just stood there watching the painting enthusiasts lingering for each painting. Pointing out for spots or areas on the one in their vision.

Jenny had recognized the owner of the gallery, left the other art-sisters with no word, and zigzagged between guests to him.

"Mister Girard, how delightful the works are on display."

"Glad you like it madame Bowers. Recognise the creators from their works?"

"Most of them. I have seen earlier works. I'm not that interested in the sculptures, but the larger paintings are quite impressive. How did you got a hold of them?" Jenny asked out of politeness. She didn't really want to know, but she had to separate Paul Girard from the others.

Paul rambled on about the artist, while meandering to the works.

Sometimes he stood still to shake hands, but was careful not to spend too much time in the conversation with the relative, as he had heard that madame Bowers normally selected at least one painting at an exposition.

The painting they stopped in front of, measured at least three meters wide. It was colossal. A size rarely seen. Jenny liked it. The colours of spring appeared on the painting. In silence she and Paul stood there for some time. Jenny noted for herself that Paul was a nervous man that could not stand still. Constantly pulling at his hair with his right hand.

A waitress passed by with sandwiches, of which Jenny selected one.

"Actually, this is only the third work of the artist, as she takes her time to produce these. It has multiple layers of oil paint on it. See here one can easily see the creativity that she puts in her works." Paul told Jenny enthusiastically, while pointing to an area.

Jenny had a naïve view on art. Either she liked it or it was garbage. Not meant for her eyes. The number of layers didn't turn her in an exhilarated state.

She armed Paul to keep control over him and walked him to the other side of the painting where it was more quiet.

"Tell me Paul. What would be the figure that goes along with that painting?"

Paul had not expected this directness. From his former work in galleries in other cities he had learned that the majority showed some interest, but would only later come back and discuss the price.

Jenny saw that Paul became nervous, as he started to not only touch his hair but also cuddled his ear. She thought that could help her.

Just as she wanted to speak up, they heard a loud shriek from the middle of the room.

Some people turned their heads around to the origin of the sound. Another shriek with a "Noooo" followed.

Most looked in the direction, some moved towards the centre. The crowd moved closer to the location where the shriek had come from. Talks stopped, the violins and cello's stopped out line.

More and a more strange silence descended over the group. Whispers could be heard. A few persons that wanted to know all, pushed themselves forward. In Jenny's area, muffled questions were raised.

"What was that?"

"Where is it coming from?"

"Never heard such a high-pitched sound. Awful."

Jenny heard the coughing. Not the normal one of someone having a cold. More like someone with problems with breathing.

After that, a yell, "Jenny, come quick."

This was surely the sound of Donna.

As quickly as possible on her high heels, Jenny rushed to the middle of the gallery.

Pushing persons aside that stood in her way she voiced. "Let me thru. Make way."

Mary lay on her side. Making contractions and spastic moves while coughing.

Her face had reddened. Her coughs were coming from deep within her body. A tight circle of curious people had formed around Mary. Donna was on her knees sitting next to Mary's head to give it some support.

"What happened, Donna?"

"We were standing and having a good time. Looked around for some excitement, with the drinks in our hands."

"Stop with the idiocy, the facts." Jenny cut her off.

"We took a sandwich and after some bites, Mary started coughing and turned red. She bent forward to get relieve of the cough without too much pain."

"And then what?"

"She fell forward, I had a hand on her back, but she fell forward, with her head on the floor. She kept on coughing. That's when I shouted."

A foul cough came from Mary to support what Donna had told. Then she stopped with the bizarre moves. Limbs seem to relax. No sound could be heard.

The circle became smaller again and heads were strained to see what was going on.

Paul, Jenny and Donna where close, but could not overcome that Mary had suffocated. She seemed to die under her eyes.

"No, Mary don't do this." Donna pulled the head of Mary on her knees and close to her. Tears welled up in Donna's eyes.

"Paul, don't just stand there. Call a doctor immediately." Jenny shouted. "Stay with us, Mary."

"No, no, no, Mary. Don't leave us now." Donna didn't hold back any emotion for all the surrounding people.

Jenny had problems holding back her tears, but got a business posture again. She stood up.

"Now, back away. Give the lady some air. Move, move. Make sure that the medics have room whenever they arrive." She shouted.

Only where Jenny would go, the crowd would step back, feeling her grief. They talked again to each other and give their ideas how to save the life of Mary. All good intended, the volume rose. A photographer with a journalist stepped in. The journalist writing in his notepad. Flashes came of the camera with the head of Mary supported by Donna in focus.

Medics came in. One looked for a pulse in the neck of Mary.

"Quick to the hospital. I only feel a faint pulse." He exclaimed loudly.

Medics rolled a gurney in. Mary left with Donna and the other art-sisters in queue.






System falling apart

Jenny sat at the kitchen table. Reading an article in the newspaper about Mary, when the phone rang. Even at the fourth ring, Bernard hadn't picked it up.

She thought, 'Weird, he normally is only two rings away.'

Raising and taking her tea with her, she walked over to the phone in the corner.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm coming." She muttered at the sixth sound.

The other party talked without her opening the call.

"You've got to come over. Quick." The voice said.

"Uh, what?"

"Quickly, Jenny. Come to the hospital as Mary seems to come out of her coma." Jenny recognised the voice as Donna's.

"Oh, and then what? Are we all checking her as if we are doctors?"

"No, no, that's not it. As we've heard, she seemed to have a moment of awakening during the night and said some words."

"So?"

"What do you mean, so? Are you not interested in how she is doing? After all the time you've spent with her and the things she has done?"

"Yeah, you're right. It's just a bit early for all of this. But what did you just say? She has uttered some words?"

"Well, they were not very clear, according to the nurse in charge. She said it was something like 'yelp' and 'klet'. Do the words mean anything to you?" Donna asked.

"If I would see it in a word puzzle, I would ask how many letters in total. 'Sparklet' would mean a small sparkle. Makes little sense to me."

"We couldn't make anything of that as well, but with yelp we were thinking of 'help'. Which is strange if you are in hospital?"

"'Help' makes sense if she still skims what has happened to her at the gallery. Let's keep that. Who is with you by the way?"

"Angela only at this moment. I want to call Karen right after this." Donna answers.

"Leave that up to me. I will pick her up from her house and I will see you soon."

Donna exchanged the room number and hang up.

While still holding the handset Jenny realised that the word 'help' could mean far more than what she had just said to Donna.

'Could it be that Mary is in hospital on purpose? What if this is basically an unfinished job?' She thought.

'Mary had been in contact with that monsieur Caron. That man that Bernard had told her about in the living room.'

Thinking about Arthur, Jenny got into action. Put the handset and her tea down and moved for her car.




— ♦ —


"I just don't believe you." Karen said.

"What an odd thing of you to say."

"What do you mean? The whole thing is just, that she is in the hospital because of her being in a coma and this morning it seems that she has spoken some words during the night."

"Yeah, it better be OK." Karen murmured while looking away from Jenny.

"OK? OK is not good enough. Either she becomes better and knows what she's talking about. Or she doesn't talk and she will remain in a coma status. We have to know what she meant with the words 'yelp' and 'klet'."

Karen remained silence for some time looking through the window of the car. They travelled with high speed towards the hospital.

"What if 'yelp' means 'help' and 'klet' would be something to make the word in front of it smaller like sparklets. Which are basically, smaller sparkles. I know, I know it doesn't count for anklet as that is an ornament around the ankle, so we have to be careful taking things into account. Let me think about this again."

"Now hurry, please for we are nearly there." Jenny said.

"Can't you think of anything then?" She added after some time.

"Let me just try to name as much words that either start with, or end with 'klet'."

Karen started off while sometimes waiting between the words.

"Sparklets, sparklet, anklets, hooklet, Klettbach. That is a small German village that my uncle is coming from."

"Keep going. We're nearly there." Jenny pressed the gas pedal and Karen.

"Hooklet, booklet. Booklet? Yes. That must be it. That makes the most sense, doesn't it? Booklet is a reasonable word and Mary would surely know it and use it."

"Yes. Wonderful. Well done, those must the words, help and booklet." Jenny looked at Karen and gave her, in her mind, additional respect.

"We're here. Let's get going, Mary lies at the end of the hall and to the second to the right." She added and tried to keep a pace that was walking on the brink of running.

Turning into a room it appeared not to be the room Mary was in. The next to the right however was filled with women. Some familiar for Jenny. Angela was closest to Mary. Sitting on a chair which was close to the bed, she was holding Mary's hand. Donna stood next to Angela. With six women in the room it was full and they filled the air with sadness. Jenny had trouble understanding that as Mary seemed just to be asleep. Closing in, she saw her small chest falling and rising in a steady continuance.

"We're here for you Mary. We are here." Jenny said while thinking that would open the eyes of the woman in bed.

No reaction. Nothing moved, besides the chest going up and down.

All looked at the woman that appeared to be in sleep.

Some women disappeared after a short while, only the art sisters remained.

"I've heard that you spoke some words this night, Mary." Jenny started.

"That was told to us by the nurse. Also that it seemed to be the words 'yelp' and 'klet'."

"Her eyes moved a bit. Keep going." Angela spoke in a hiss.

"Now, those words don't mean a thing to us. So Karen and I have been thinking about these and came up with 'help' and 'booklet'. Are those correct?"

No sign of movement.

"What about the word 'help'. We see that you need help, you’re now in the hospital so enough help available." Jenny was clearly in the lead and others let her continue.

"Let's talk about the other word. The word that we connected to 'klet'. Karen was clever enough to come up with a word. I already mentioned it, but there is no problem with repeating that. If you, Mary, know we are right, please let us know in a movement of a body part."

Mary was silent, didn't move. All others watched her intently.

"Booklet. Was the word you mentioned, booklet?"

No response.

"So not a book, but smaller than that. A booklet. A booklet full of words?"

"A booklet with addresses, maybe? Or numbers?"

"Yes, I think I saw her eyeballs move under their lids." Angela said while turning her head to the others.

"Try it again, Jenny."

"So you need help. Maybe not directly help from us, but help about a booklet." Jenny continued.

"Was it a dark-coloured booklet? Black or blue?"

"Another move of her eyes. You're going the right way. The trigger must be in 'black booklet'." Angela interfered.

"Thus there is something going on with a black booklet. Is it from?" Jenny lingered. "A man you know. Is it from Arthur?"

Mary's eyes shot open. She tried to inhale as much air as possible. Breathing turned out to be difficult.

"Steady now, Mary. It's ok. We're here." Jenny uttered, but felt she should press on.

"So you know there is a black booklet, and it has to do with Arthur. Close your eyes and just try to relax. Can you squeeze the hand of Angela?"

Angela moved her hand under Mary's.

"Try to put some pressure on my hand, Mary." Angela asked.

"Yes, I felt something. I think it was a clear mark from Mary." She added. Jenny waited a bit before continuing.

"Mary. If you think we are in the right way give a signal to Angela. Are you worried about a booklet?"

"One pinch." Angela whispered.

"Is the booklet from Arthur?"

"Another pinch."

"OK. Let's continue with the fact that the booklet is from Arthur. Is the booklet with him?"

"Nothing? Angela, was there something?"

"No, no reaction. I didn't feel something on my hand. I take it that would mean a no. The booklet is not with Arthur."

"Is the booklet from Arthur in your house?"

Mary's eyes shot open. Looking straight at the ceiling. She tried to lift her upper body. Her lips moved. Just moving, no sound.

Mary still lay in the same fixed position. Her eyes more wide now and rolling left to right.

"In, in my … drawer. …. Key on … chain." Mary toiled to get the words out of her mouth.

"But what is it with the booklet?" Jenny pushed on.

"Huuuuh." A sigh was all that came out. Eyes still open. No chest movement.

"No. Don't go Mary." Angela shrieked out. "Call the nurse."

Karen went out. Running feet was the next sound heard.

The nurse checked the pump of the air. A doctor felt for a heart signal on the neck of Mary.

The doctor said, "I'm sorry. She left us."

He picked up a clipboard, looked at his watch and wrote something on the paper in front of him.

"I'm truly sorry. You can stay with her if you want to. The nurse will perform some necessary steps in about half an hour." He continued.

The doctor and the nurse left the room. 

Angela started to cry. Others followed. 

Before half an hour was over, the nurse returned and with a businesslike manner, she removed the tubes from Mary. She notified the art-sisters of the next steps and left the room again.

Jenny was the last one to leave the room. She threw an air kiss before closing the door.




— ♦ —


What a bad day yesterday was. Loosing Mary had taken her more than she had expected. She felt sad and strangely lost. What to do was a question that flowed constantly through Jenny's mind.

At three, the art-sisters would come over to her place for a drink. They would go in town for a diner and then a party would follow as at least Jenny was invited by a handsome man that she had spoken to at the last gallery opening. He had been easily persuaded by her smooth talk and he had given the address. As the sisters would like to join her at all locations, this party would be the same. All of them going. For tonight's party Jenny thought of giving Karen and Donna a job. It was a job as always. Get in contact with one guest. Try to find out if they were wealthy. If wealthy, what is the private situation? If not to difficult, get their address or even better, go with the person to their place. Once at the location, check if there are paintings or sculptures that would be salable. If so, think of a way to get a piece. If it turned out to be complex to take or get a piece, observe the options so a visit later would cause an object to take away.

Angela and Karen dropped in. Both didn't looked too happy. Mary had not left their minds yet. The same counted for Donna who stepped in the room five minutes later.

"I didn't have that much contact with Mary, but she being a sister of ours, still hits me harder than expected." Donna exclaimed.

"I've not slept because of her sudden death. She was way to young to go. Has anyone seen any relatives of her yesterday?" Karen looked around.

"I know, sorry, I knew Mary longest. I invited her to join us. I'm still content that she did and proofed to be of some value for this group. I know she had problems with the tasks to perform for us. She really wanted to step out of her comfort zone and have a more fascinating life. I think that she really got that in the end." Angela added.

"You're right. What about a family? That was what Karen asked." Jenny reacted bitterly.

"Hardly any family. I learned to know her back at school. We were friends on and off. I went over to her house only once. Her parents looked odd to most of us. However, Mary was a soft and nice girl." Angela began.

"And no, I really don't even know if her parents are still there. You are right Karen, no relatives seen. And before you ask me, there were no siblings as far as I know. There was once another girl when I went up to her place. She is younger, but Mary told me she was a niece. So no relatives. That makes it even more melancholic."

"Have you been at her house lately?" Jenny asked.

"I was there two weeks ago. Nothing special to see. Why?"

"Who will prepare her funeral in that case? I think that we, as art-sisters, owe her something. I'll get in contact with the hospital to find out what is happening with the body."

"I don't like the idea, but you are right. We must step in." Karen mentioned while gesturing with her hand, pointing to each and everyone.

"OK, that's my task. We have tasks for this evening. Oh, I don't fancy that party at all."

"Let's have a stiff drink upon Mary. I think that she would like that. That we do not forget her." Jenny added.

All murmured some half spoken words and Jenny went for the wine. 

Jenny opened another bottle and poured all glasses.

When all filled, they drowned it in no time.

"Jenny, can you tell us what goes through your mind now we've lost Mary?" Karen asked.

Silence.

Jenny looked more tired than ever. With significant force, she pushed back her shoulders and inhaled a large gulp of air via her nose.

"I've concluded that we have to finish our job. We are only halfway. With Mary it could have gone faster, but now that she is no longer with us, we should put in more energy to get the most out of the party tonight." Jenny answered.

"Uh." Came a voice from Karen.

"What's the thing, Karen?" Angela asked with an irritation in it.

"Well, the thing is."

"What is the thing?"

"The thing is that I will not get to the end. I will not be with you anymore in a short while." Karen said.

"Come again? What do you mean?" Angela reacted quickly.

Jenny and Donna looked bewildered to Karen.

"See, I will not join you anymore in a week."

"Are you going on holiday or what?" Angela asked.

"No, well I might see it as that, but then it will be a long holiday. My husband has been assigned another job out of this province. We will move to Edmonton, Alberta, soon."

Now Angela was baffled, she had not seen this coming. One of her best friends just died and now another was to go and live somewhere else. That would mean only Jenny and Donna left of the art-sisters next to herself.

Without thinking about how unfriendly it was, she reacted to Jenny.

"That leaves the three of us. We might as well go over the plan again as three out of five left is pretty hard to get by. Jenny, think of something." Angela bursted out.

"I will just do that. This is totally unpleasant. The leaving of Karen, I mean." Jenny replied. 

"What will the next thing be? Me or Donna being send to jail?" Angela questioned to nobody in particular.

"So, we will be left with the three of us. There is an enormous advantage that we need to communicate less. Have more to spend per person. On the other end, it will be more problematic to show ourselves as we will become more known now we are with a smaller group. Here's what we'll do."

Jenny poured some wine for herself. Not thinking about the others.

"We keep on pushing with what we did. We will design more interiors and leave our works there."

"That means there is no genuine change." Angela argued.

"Why change a winning team? Sure we are less, but we can still use the same methods."

"It means that we have more to do as the same work is not split over five, but over three persons." Donna mentioned.

"No problem for me. Only thing is how to keep this under the radar?" Jenny answered.

"That was started when we were with all art-sisters. Karen leaving will surely be a problem as will be as careful as before." Angela inserted.

"Well, I hear that I'm no longer needed. You have your plans ready." Karen mentioned now that there was an opening for her to speak.

“Yes, that’s true, but first we want thank you for your efforts. Best to drink some more with us, leave and never return." Jenny said cool.

"In that case, I don’t stay for a drink, I leave now. I hear no friendship in your voice. A pity. I thought we had more than that." Karen replied.

She stood up and left.






The burden of being the CEO

Bernard opened the vault. It still contained several gold bars. All from the grounds that he recently had acquired. His mind struggled with the idea that he had killed a man.

'But it was not on purpose. It was not intentionally.' He thought.

'True, but why had he be in that fight with the man. What if someone finds him? Stop thinking about this. You will draw attention to it when you keep on thinking about it.'

His mind raced. He knew he could be in serious trouble with the dead man in the neighborhood where the new Bowers building would come.

'He is dead. I'm alive. As long as I hear nothing, I will not give it any attention. What to do with the gold?' Bernard's thought went to another subject.

"The last bars have to go quickly." He spoke while looking in the vault.

"What bars?" 

Bernard turned and while doing so, he closed the vault.

"Why don't you knock. You know I hate it when you just enter my room." Bernard angrily spoke and eyed to Jenny.

"I've told you over and over. I live here as well. What is it with the bars?" She reframed her question.

"Get out of here, woman. I don't want you to sneak into my room. And what I even dislike more is that you nose around. I see you, looking at me and my desk. Get away." Bernard grew angry.

"Ho, ho, who did you ask for support? Who did you ask to share an opinion? Why am I not allowed now to know more about what is going on?" Jenny stated icily.

"You know more than enough. I want you out of this room. Now." Bernard responded.

"Oh, no, that is not how this is going to pass. I have a right to know what is going on with the content of the vault."

Bernard stepped around his desk and towards his wife. Closing in, Jenny tried to stay in balance, but she knew when she had triggered him and when to back off. The last time she had to use a lot of makeup to mask what had happened to her when she was too nosy.

Jenny did a step backwards. She needed another as Bernard kept coming.

Just like last time, the right hand of Bernard rose. Another step backwards and she hit the edge of the door with head first.

"No, please Bernard. It's all ok."

"It's not ok. You come in my room, and I ask you to leave, which you refuse. This is not the first time that you don't do what I ask you to do."

Bernard's hand hovered over him, moving slightly back and forth.

Jenny hesitated. Thinking about standing up as a woman and pushing the actions to her benefit.

The hand hit her with full force on her cheek. The nail of his index finger scratched her nose.

The blow was hard. Her knees gave in and she fell to the floor. The nose bled on the carpet.

"No, not here, so close to the door. No blood on my carpet. Get out. Get away." Bernard yelled.

It took only two seconds for Jenny to understand that the adrenaline was still in her husband's body. 'Leave, leave, let it go.' Her mind told her.

Being in the door's opening, she had to crawl a short distance into the hall. 

"Hurry, you crazy woman. Listen to me next time. Don't push me like this all the time."

Once her feet were no longer in the room, the door banged close. Bernard turned the key. He was pissed and leaned against the closed door.

He could hear his wife sob, stand up and slowly get away from the door.

His hands trembled.

"Solved." Was the only thing Bernard said. That brought his senses back to reality. The trembling stopped, his mind cleared.

Now he had to replace the carpet as the bloodstain was larger than expected.

He looked to his desk and up to his vault, which was closed but not locked.

'Gold is nice to spend, but lousy to hide.' He thought.

'Have to move it, now that she knows.'

He rounded the desk, opened the vault and took a bar out. He caressed it as if it were a baby.

Slowly he polished it with a cloth laying at the bottom of the vault.

Gently Bernard put the gold back. He closed the vault and this time he locked it.

He needed to prepare other plans as one of his secrets was revealed.






Smoke at home

His head spun around after what just happened. Bernard was worried. Worried about himself. The fact that he couldn’t control his temper annoyed him.

‘Happy that this happened at home and not in front of a customer.’ Bernard thought.

Last time he had hit Jenny also on her head, but this time it was more violent. More aggression in the hitting itself. There was so much anger that just had to come out. 

He looked around. Sure the environment didn’t give him any rest. That would come from either a drink or just to sit and smoke a cigar. The illegal Havana’s that he had stored in his desk were ideal for this situation. Bernard slowly moved to his desk and opened the lower drawer. The wooden box made of sandal wood neatly fitted in its surroundings. Pulling the drawer further open would allow Bernard to open the box. He had kept the inventory up to level and could choose out of six different cigars. Smaller ones from four Dutch companies and two thicker types from Havana. The situation called for a larger and more than average one. The Montecristo would take at least an hour of smoking. Bernard sat down in his chair. The one nearest to the fireplace and after preparing the cigar he lit it. As a habit, he looked at his watch. Time enough for some thorough thinking and smoking. To early to take a drink with it. The smoke rose from the cigar and he exhaled opening his mouth to the ceiling. Slowly the cloud evaporated into the air. Not reaching the ultimate height of the room.

He put the cigar in front of him and took a long look at it. 

“Always a friend to me. Never asking any questions to me. That’s what I like. Just be there for the next hour and I’ll feel better.”

Bernard stretched his legs and put his left over right. He once read that it meant he was a lefthander. 

‘Not at all. Not me.’ He thought.

His eyelids grew heavy. The tobacco really had a calming effect on him. He let it happen. Tired as he was, he only felt the soft leather surrounding him. His body unnerved. 

His snoring sounds were not heard by other persons.

Dreams of warm surroundings build up in Bernard's mind.

Moving a bit in the chair didn’t free him of the dream. In his mind he heard sirens. They grew louder. The fire in his mind grew as Bernard seemed to be attracted to it. Becoming warmer and warmer.

Because of the cough, Bernard woke. Opening his eyes felt wrong the instant that he could see something. A large fire was roaring in front of him. Still in his dream or was this real?

‘It’s too hot for a dream.’ He thought, closing his eyes.

He opened his eyes again and immediate came in action now he saw that the right side of him was all in flames. The fire had crept through the carpet and licked the curtains. The heat had gotten a hold of them and had caught fire. Flames in bright orange and yellow were setting the middle part of the curtains on fire. Smoke was all over the place and had filled the air above Bernard. He stood up to go over to the door, but noticed that there was no way of going there as the fire was barricading it. Hot air filled the lungs of him and his knees gave way. Falling without any of his muscles working had made him falling softly to the left. His head was close to a relative smaller fire. He felt the intense heat and retracted it as soon as possible. The only way out would be through a window. The fire tried to catch him. But Bernard went on. Focussing on one thing. The window on the left had curtains to the left and right, but they had not been reached by the fire. His only chance. With the smoke came the coughing. Each time of a cough he nearly turned his lungs inside out. His air pipe burned of the heat and the irritating smoke. As low as possible he crawled to the side where some outside light could still be seen. It was dim as the smoke grew darker of the wood catching fire as well now.

Bernard knew he had to smash the window. With the heat, smoke and furious fire closing in, he would only have one time to perform the hit. Bernard pulled the cord and the plug from the standing light came loose. Bernard inhaled as much as possible. Coughing stopped him. Shaking his head left and right he tried to get rid of the drowsy feeling. He stood up and in one go he swung the light backwards and in one go to the front and against the window. Without luck. The force of his turn made him fall. His head crushed against the wooden panel below the window. Blood ran from his eyebrow. He felt it running down his nose, bypassing his mouth and from his chin. A series of coughs followed.

Fire was now all around him. He didn’t have to look to know that.

He got hold of the light again. Forcing himself to stand up and swinging it again he hit the window again. This time the power of the blow was enough to break it and the smoke gulped out. With the new oxygen the fire grew insane. For Bernard the air gave some strength to take a hold of the window frame. Pulling himself up he sensed the pain in his hands of the cuts that the broken glass gave him. His head was through the window and Bernard pushed his legs off the ground. The lower bushes below the window broke his drop. Laying there he noticed what he had heard in his dream. The sirens had not stopped yet in front of his house, they just turned into the parking place. He felt safe, but knew he was far away from reaching his plan.




— ♦ —


A fierce headache was hitting Jenny as she laid on the floor. Such a bad temper, she never saw on Bernard excluding the one from two months away. Back then he had hit her twice. Once on each side of her face. She had turned her head towards him and he had smacked his hand full on her left ear. The first blow she had nearly forgotten as the second was still echoing in her head. It had anesthetized her and as she now heard a constant ring. Lately the ring had been moving over to her other ear. It was hard to keep focused on things at hand. On the other side, doing nothing meant she was even more aware of the high-pitched tone. 

She knew that Bernard could not be far behind the now closed door and didn’t want to show any weakness as crying. Angrily she stood up, bent over, she walked to the kitchen. She knew Bernard would not show up for at least an hour. She was in shock. Took some wine and sat down. Jenny just could not put her hands on it. What had just happened? She had witnessed Bernard holding a bar of what seemed gold as a baby in front of the opened vault. She knew the vault had been there, but was never aware what the content was. Now she knew, at least she thought.

‘Was it really gold that he was holding? I must have seen it wrongly. It’s probably my fault all together.’ She thought.

‘Where did the gold come from?’

‘Was is legitimate?’

The pain drained because of the wine. It softened it and washed the awareness of her surroundings away. The door bell made its sounds. Yet, another time it ringed before Jenny raised herself and went over to the front to open it.

Angela’s mouth dropped at the moment the door opened and saw Jenny.

“It’s all my fault.” Jenny started.

“What is? The blood on your face?”

“Come on, let’s remove that and see if the wound is still open.” Angela added.

Once cleared, Jenny told most of what had happened. She left out the gold, that she had seen.

“So that awful Bernard, just hit you while you wanted to know what he would like for dinner?” Angela uttered.

“It was more than that. We had discussed the next move with the interiors.” Jenny knew that lying would not help, but she needed to distract the attention of Angela to something else.

“Bernard believes that all changes in the next apartments should be done quicker than our first one. He got angry at the moment that I said that it would not be quicker, more likely it would be taking more time with all the requirements at hand for the next one.”

“He even told me the next one would be bigger and should be more exclusive.”

“That’s when I asked for more money to buy decoration material. From a relative energetic man he became violent in a split second and then he hit me against my head.”

"Oh no. But that is terrible. I'm so sorry to hear that."

“Do we need to alter our method when we do the next job?” Angela questioned.

“I doubt it. I think that it would be a pleasant idea to fool him and decorate it with a painting worth more than the entire apartment without him even knowing it. Just to get rid of one painting that is hard to sell and to give him even a bigger headache than he most likely already has with his company going down.” Jenny thought out aloud.

“Not a bad idea. If that works, we get money for the paintings and they are gone in a split second. What about the insurance companies that will try to get the works back to the original owners?” Angela let out the major question.

“One of the small letters in the contract that is included and the new owners will sign is that they will accept the new apartment as it is. Never raise questions about the origin of the used materials. That doesn’t mean that one or two will try to know if the objects in their apartment are for real. So our job is to locate or find the name of a counter fitter for each object now in the storage. Once we know that, we will write the name of that person at the back of the work with a date that is several years away from the original creation date. That should not be all to difficult.”

“Best to keep that as a secret to Donna.” Angela mentioned.

“Let’s have some wine and forget what has happened today. You can't change the past, look only forwards was what one of my teachers used to say.”

“And what did it bring him? Only a live that has left fewer days every day. No history, but we are close with all the drinking we do.” Angela said.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, a couple of times I do have problems correctly remembering what happened just before we started to drink. Like last time when Karen told us that she would not be included in our sisterhood anymore.”

Without going into detail on what Angela said, Jenny thought about the consequences of Karen leaving.

“It does mean that Karen knows something about us, which can jeopardise our intentions.” Jenny spoke aloud after some time.

“Oh, no, I will not follow that route. I will not be part of a team that removes people of their lives as they know to much. If you are going along that line I will be out without questioning.”

“Shh. Don’t speak that loud. We just have to think about it. Let’s go find out at gallery Armano if there is an opening to be expected in the next couple of days."

They stood up and at the moment that Jenny opened the kitchen door, a burst of smoke came in.




— ♦ —


As quick as they realized that something was very wrong, Jenny and Angela moved towards the source of the smoke. Sure there was something on fire at the end of the hall. Cautiously they tried to see what was going on.

“This makes little sense. Ugh. I will call the fire brigade.” Jenny shouted.

Panic got a hold of Angela and she rushed back to the kitchen leaving Jenny near the phone in the hall. She slammed the door close and ran through the kitchen to the door leading to the garden. She opened it and went for the backyard. Breathing in the fresh air brought senses back. Looking at the house there was no smoke at all.

"Get a hold of yourself. Jenny is still inside. I have to get back and save Jenny if she is not coming out soon.” Angela murmured to herself.

It took too long. Way too long, so Angela made her way back to the kitchen entrance. With the door open, she could take a peak inside. Hardly any smoke on this side. No smoke to see at the door to the hall.

Taking a cloth from the hangers she opened the hall door and was immediately hit by a burst of smoke. Worse this time as it had time to build up behind it. Pushing the cloth in front of her mouth, Angela moved in the hall towards the phone where she had last seen Jenny. With watery eyes she tried to find her. The smoke was too thick to oversee the complete hall. On the right side the stairs went up. There would be the phone as far Angela could remember. Jenny lay down with her head on the lower step of the stairs. The horn still in her hand. Angela could hear a faint “Hello, hello.” Coming from the speaker.

Angela picked up the phone and thru the cloth she said in a muffled voice, “Angela Tipping here. There is a lot of smoke at the Bowers house. The misses is not feeling well at all. Don’t know how bad it is with mister Bowers who's in his study. Come quickly.”

Angela looked back to the kitchen door. There was no way to see it sharp. Only contours were available to Angela. She let go of the cloth to help her friend. She tried to lift Jenny, but she was not strong enough. She took her ankles and started to pull her towards to the kitchen. Jenny’s head bobbed over the carpet. Angela had to stop now and then to get a bit of air. That was not helping at all. With the short distance still to go, she closed her mouth and janked Jenny in one go over the sill of the kitchen door. With a large bump Jenny’s head got back on the floor. Angela didn’t mind, she just had to save her friend. Smoke curled over both women as it was drafted towards the still open door towards the garden. Angela automatically took a breath of air. Way to big and she had to cough as there was too much smoke. Pulling Jenny to the outside was not an easy thing, and it took Angela’s last strength to do that. Laying side by side, Angela got a hold of her breath again. She turned over to Jenny and shook her head to wake her up or at least get a signal of life.

“Open your, ugh, eyes. Jenny.” Angela spoke aloud.

“Now. Do it.” She yelled at her friend.

Blinking her eyes, Jenny got back and looked at her friend.

Angela could see that the short memory took hold of Jenny again as she raised herself.

“You saved me. Is Bernard still there?” Jenny asked. Too many words in one go as she had to cough a lot of times after this. Slowly she started to inhale the fresh air.

“I’ve not seen him. He must still be in there. Do you remember if he had locked himself in?”

“No, can’t recall that. I was hit by him, you know that. He hit me to the floor and once he pushed me out, he closed the door. I had to lay there for some time to get a hold of myself again. That’s what I told you before.”

“Then he must still be there. You just phoned the fire brigade. Is there another phone that we could use to call the police?”

“For what? Burglary?” Jenny asked.

“Just to help.”

That's when Jenny heard sirens ahead. They wined their usual tones, now it meant something to Jenny as this was about her.

“Let’s have a look at the side where the windows are of Bernard’s study.” Jenny said and with that she stood up and went to the right side.

Around the corner of the house, nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary.

The sirens were closer now.

“We round that corner and wait for the fire brigade to help out.” Jenny said.

At that moment, a crashing noise of a bursting window took place.

Jenny and Angela fell to the ground and looked at the window making place for fire and smoke.

That leaked out as a tongue luring for more.

Thick black smoke. The curtains curled up with the fire digesting them. One hand could be seen on the lower side of the window. Next the right leg of a human.

“Bernard come quickly.” Screamed Jenny while she ran.

Bernard was quicker, he rolled out the window in the bushes below.

The sirens were now in front of the house.




— ♦ —


Angela was still dazed at the fact that Bernard had hardly any burns. At least not as far as she could see. Sure he had a smell on him like a smoked salmon, when she tried to help Jenny to remove him from the bushes. Bernard was however too heavy for them. They waited next to him and shouted to one of the firearm men. Soon two helped Bernard out of the bushes, while the other firemen went inside the house to stop the fire.

Angela saw through the window that the fire had caused a lot of damage. Never had she been in the room, but from her point she could see it had been decorated with expensive wood. Lots of books to see.

Angela was kneeling next to Bernard and heard Jenny say sweet words to her husband. She looked at Jenny. As far as she remembered, and later their marriage, Bernard had not been really nice to Jenny. From the start of their friendship there was only a mutual understanding that they lived under the same roof. Angela had never heard anything like love or intimacy in this house. Nor, for that matter, in other circumstances. Now it became clear to Angela that Jenny needed Bernard to have a living.

Angela had been a friend of Jenny for over four years now. They had met at an art gallery where Jenny stood in front of a large colorful painting. Angela was also attracted to it and she stood next to her for some time. At last, Jenny had been the one that turned to Angela.

“It must be wonderful to have such a painting at your house or at least be able to have a look at it for more than once in your lifetime.” Jenny had opened.

Angela had remembered that opening line very well as it was the starting point of a discussion on the interest of both of them for the painting itself, but also for the painter. The painter was a woman in her early thirties. She walked around and once they had introduced themselves, their talks got over to buying or lending the work. In the end the painter was OK with lending it for a trial period. Important part was that after the gallery the painting would be stored again as it was too big to show in the painters house. Jenny had told the painter that they had space available in their house, and she would be hosting some dinners in the coming months. That would give an extra option for selling the painting.

Angela had been over to Jenny after their first encounter a lot of times and three months down the road they had a few drinks. Basically, it were too many drinks and they brooded on the idea what to do if you have a lot of paintings or other artworks.

“What if we hide the objects and try to sell it to others and earning our own money? That would release us from our husband and it would on the other hand help to live more luxurious in the end.” Angela had proposed.

It took them another week to figure out how they could do it. With Jenny, Angela came up with the art-sister idea. They would be the first all women lead art work handling business in the surroundings. It was challenging in two ways. One was that they had no one that they could follow regarding what it is to run a woman business. Only men seemed to be allowed to run one. The other one was how to enroll into the small market of art works.

With the war now at an end, the economy had been rising. More wealthy people meant more money to spend. Art prices were going up in the same way.

They sold the first large painting that had hang in the house of Jenny. Commission made it possible to buy more.

Angela knew it was only the leftovers that they could buy on the market. Another way should be defined to get their hands on objects.

Contacting the artist and talk them into giving or lending an art work was Jenny’s idea. Angela had proposed to include more friends to help find and lure in the artists.

Angela didn’t feel well on the idea itself. It was however the adrenaline that it brought. 

She had introduced Mary and Karen. Jenny had pushed Donna into the scheme.

Angela had come up with another girlfriend, but it would be too dangerous if there were too many people involved.

Angela’s husband didn’t know a thing about what his wife was doing. She used him for that part. At first she was ashamed of it, but later on when she knew that the thrill of lending and selling a painting was what it made her feel at ease.

The best up until now was getting the painter of the large landscape and move the painting quickly around. The painter had wanted to know where it was. They gave him pity money for it while holding on to it and selling it a year later.

Sweet memories had thrown Angela back in time while she and Jenny were waiting for the house to be released by the firefighters.

Bernard was now sitting in an upright position again and he didn’t seem to be harmed much. Most likely his ego was burned a bit.

As soon as Bernard looked, not to be hurt that much, Jenny had pulled her hands of him and was the wife that Angela knew, distracted and not at all affectionate.

Angela could only decide that Jenny was stone cold inside.






More to do

Jenny was glad that things turned out for the better for Bernard. At the hospital they had examined him and discharged him as he had inhaled smoke which would take time to get out of his lungs. Next to this some hair was burned, but Bernard had been very lucky that the fire had not touched his skin.

Odd to feel a connection for Jenny as she had felt no companionship between her husband and herself lately.

Sure he had asked her to help him, but that was out of a business situation that he had even underscored himself. Jenny would design interiors of apartments that were bought by Bowers Builders.

Jenny was happy with the distraction and next to that it gave her an option to release some art work inventory without real problem. At least for now.

The cleaning and restoration team was already at work in the study of Bernard when she got down in the morning. She rang Angela to be ready to pick her up as there was another interior to check.

Confident Jenny walked over to the kitchen to get herself a breakfast. The newspaper was filled with images of their house and a story that was correct most of the time. Jenny didn’t worry too much about it as it was not incriminating.

Outside she saw journalists in front of the porch. Reluctant she pulled out her car and passed them with a wave of a queen or princess. She just wasn’t in for a talk.

Bernard would be out later the day and he might deal with them.

When Jenny rang the doorbell, Angela opened the door and hugged her before Jenny was aware what was going on.

“I’m just happy for us that nothing worse has happened with the fire. I mean we were in the house and the fire was close enough to take us down as it did Bernard.” She said.

“Sure, sure, hush now. We are here, no problems on our side. It is just the house that is in some pain.” The cold reply came from Jenny.

Angela looked with a raised eyebrow.

‘Was this the normally warm Jenny?’ She thought.

“Well, are you going to invite me in or what?” Jenny asked touchy.

“Sure.” 

Angela stepped back and opened the door further so Jenny could pass.

“For today we need to decide what to do with the new apartment that we are going to decorate.” Jenny said.

“Are you ok? Did you already deal with the fire and the fact that Bernard was in the hospital?”

“Maybe not all the way, but I need some distraction. You have to help me with that.”

Jenny looked around, but didn’t bother to sit as she was restless. She just stood behind one of the chairs.

“Over at Lincoln Avenue our next job is waiting. I have the keys and we need to check how we can best decorate it.” Jenny continued.

Angela was still perplexed, but was aware that trying to get Jenny to talk about the fire and the results, was a no go. Only a professional attitude could help at this moment.

“What is the size of the place? Which level?” Angela put forward.

“Only thing I know is that it is at top level. It is the penthouse. Formerly used by the director of the state bank.”

“Is there still something in it? Was it a rented space with interior?”

“Don’t know. Let’s have a look at it.”

They left, without Angela informing her husband that she was leaving.

Jenny was known in the area, and soon they arrived at Lincoln Avenue. As raindrops fell, they entered the building. With only two keys to choose from, they soon entered the house.

Large was the correct word for it. Lots of light coming in from the windows in front of them. With six rooms and two bathrooms it was clearly built for the happy few. The colors were not to the likings of Jenny. Angela was attracted by the large wood-fire opposite the large windows.

“Problem is that with the windows, hardly any wall to hang our art. Sculptures will have to do.” Jenny remarked.

“True, but one big painting and smaller ones in the bedrooms will do equally nice.”

“Ok, let’s go over each room and decide what to do with it.” Jenny said.

“Remember the bright flowery painting. That would be nice here as there is only one window, we will have to paint the walls also in a light color to make this a better place to stay in.” Angela replied while looking around at the messy room that seemed to be left without even cleaning it.

“Seems to me that this place was rented out and all of a sudden the tenant left.”

“Then watch out for not stumbling over something nasty.” Angela said while drifting.

Jenny opened a door that led to a larger room which seemed to be the master bedroom.

“Oh, okay. This is a fair room. With some new flooring and that stretched landscape painting we could do wonders to this room.” She said.

Angela had walked to the other side of the room to two doors next to each other, that seemed to open up storage for clothing. With much bravure she took the left handle in her left hand and likewise on the right side.

“Ta-da.” She yelled and with that she opened both of them.

A clutter of clothes, shoes, paper backs, toys and a stuffed bear fell out.

Angela was engulfed by all of it. The bear had fallen on top of her and she shriek out a high-pitched tone.

“Iiiiieee.”

Jenny came up and removed various items. However, the bear was something else. It was tall as a strong, broad man and weighted heavy. As it was dumb weight, it was hard to remove it.

“Get it off me. Quick, it is so damned dirty, and it is dusty as hell.” Angela said in a lofty tone.

“Then don’t lie there like a dead body. Do something yourselves as well.” Jenny pointed out between air breaths.

Finally, Angela could crawl out under it.

“What is going on in this house? Why would there be this stuffed look alike bear?” Angela asked, more to herself, then Jenny.

“It all seems just trash. Obviously this apartment was left in a hurry. There could still be some personal items between all of this. Let’s check it out.” Jenny pointed her finger to materials on the ground.

Although Angela hesitated, she pulled out clothes with two fingers that seemed not to have been washed in a long time. She threw them to the corner of the room. Jenny helped, and the pile shrunk.

“What’s in here?” Angela questioned.

She got a hold of a brown paper bag with smaller boxes.

The sizes varied between cubicle, long and slim. A rounded top and flat at the bottom.

Golden and silver letters embossed the boxes next to neatly drawn lines and curves on most of them.

“These seem to be jewelry.” Jenny remarked.

Angela took one out of the bag. Jenny followed her movements with much interest. 

The red velvety stretched box had Longiness embossed on top of it.

“Open it, open it.” Jenny whispered.

Due to some sort of spring in the box it took some effort. The box was empty.

Angela selected a black square box and opened it as slow as an archeologist.

A ring of gold emerged with a large blue stone on top of it.

“Well, what on earth is that?” Was the first reaction of Angela.

Jenny took the box and replied. “A ring, my darling. We found a golden ring.”

“And a beautiful one. Why would it be in here?”

“No clue. Let’s check the other boxes.” Jenny said hastily.

Each opened boxes. Some empty, others filled with necklaces, earrings, silver rings with white stones. All feminine styled.

Angela took out the last box, which looked hardly touched, but had only a golden point in the center of the upper side.

She opened it, expecting another ring for a lady.

“What is this?” She said disgusted.

Black with shades of silver a broad bracelet lay on its side in the box.

Engravings of skulls were visible on the outside every inch. They were connected by swords and what looked like snakes.

“This definitely is not part of the other boxes. It is so out of line and totally ugly.” Jenny said.

“Let’s stop this. We’ll take what we found and come back later to check the other rooms.” She added.

Angela picked up the brown bag and pushed in the boxes that had content. They left the rooms with all the dump as it was. Leaving the apartment was the best they could do now.




— ♦ —


Charlie opened his door to find a delivery boy standing in front of him. Pointing his finger on the bottom right corner of a sheet.

“Sign here, please.”

Charlie didn’t expect anything, but just like someone extending a hand to shake, it is hard to resist. The same in this situation. So with a hardly recognizable scribble he got the package and the boy left.

The package was not all that big. A quarter the size of a shoe box. Walking towards the living, he tried to read the source address. It seemed like Travel Luck Inc in Toronto. Never heard of the company. He opened the package which revealed a tough brown envelop that was closed tightly with tape.

Charlie had to use a knife and his eyes grew as it revealed the content.

Money.

A thick wad of money. It must have been in the region of 1000 dollars. All in notes of five. He examined the envelop again and could not find more than the earlier found odd business name and an address that seemed to be in the industrial area.

He pushed the money in a grocery brown bag and the bag below some clothes in the cupboard in his bedroom.

Charlie still had no idea until it hit him that Bowers had called him this morning. Stating that new cargo was to be transported. Adding one and two he could only determine that the money was here for his last transport. Odd as Bowers wanted a regular invoice for the transport done. Charlie thought about the money as being it cash in advance. There would be more than he had done two transports in the last three weeks. This afternoon would be the third and last one. After that he would have to wait if there would be more like these. It was sure easy earned money.

After an hour he arrived at the airport. Just like the previous times he waited close to his plane. Going over the checklist multiple times would give the one handing over the package to transport, enough time. In eight minutes he would have to go. His time slot could not be missed as that would jeopardize the other transport jobs that he would do today.

He looked several times at the clock. Four to go. 

‘Where is he?’

Another round based upon his checklist brought him to the location to support the transport goods. It was not much to take this time. He really wanted to have the late transport to go with him as well.

Charlie didn’t mind that it was a bit shady. The money he got for it until now proofed that the requestor was earnest about the job. He seemed solid to Charlie. 

One minute left. Still nothing. He sat in his plane and checked the meters again. He had written down all figures from the meters on his checklist. One minute past the time. Flight commander Anderson opened the call on his headphone.

“Problems Charlie? Get going or you will not be allowed to leave anymore.” His crackling voice came.

“No problems here. Sorry about the delay. I’ll go now.”

‘Damn this could cost me a high valued customer and an even bigger reward for the transports done.’ Charlie thought.

The motor rumbled when starting and Charlie left without anyone bursting up the tarmac and trying to make a late delivery.

“Don’t you have to hand me over something?” A smaller man at Toronto airport asked Charlie.

“Say what?”

“Do you have a package for me?” The nearly whispering voice came.

Looking straight to the man Charlie recognized him from the last package transported for the bigger money.

“Didn’t show up.” Charlie replied.

“Don’t fool me.”

Without Charlie being able to realize it, the man had stepped close up to him. A sound of a paper being shredded was the only thing that Charlie heard and just after that a sharp object pointed in his side.

With his mouth to the ear of Charlie, the man whispered in a hushed voice.

“I’ll ask it again. Is there a package for me?”

“No, I had to leave, and no one had late delivered me anything. Now go. I don’t like the sorts of you.”

An even sharper pain went up his back now the sharp object was pushed more into Charlie's side.

“No jokes on me. I’ll strip your plane if you don’t hand it over.”

“There is nothing there for you. Leave my plane as it is. Walk with me and I open the compartments for you to look at. Why can’t it wait? Maybe I get the package tomorrow and you are just one day too early.” Charlie tried.

“Think I’m dumb? Walk me up to your plane.”

Slowly Charlie turned, and the man made sure that the sharp object remained in nearly the same place.

Afraid of doing a thing wrong and having the flight commander know of his unregistered visitor, Charlie slowly made his way back to the plane. 

There he opened all the locks and showed the man the interiors.

“Pick up your checklist. Pretend that you are doing another round of checks. Don’t look back. I will get back. The sharp pain you feel now is next to nothing what I can perform on a wimp like you. Don’t do anything stupid.”

The sharp object was pulled away, and Charlie heard footsteps behind him.

As this violence was new to him, he just looked at the sheet in front of him and felt his knees shaking like crazy.

“Charles, all ok?”

This brought Charlie back to the now. Slowly he turned and saw a fellow pilot.

“Yeah, sure. How about you?”

“Could be better. I have a package that I don’t know who it is for.”

As soon as possible Charlie tried to fly back. Now with an unknown package in the back of his package area of the plane.




— ♦ —


Charlie looked at the package. After taken it home he couldn't get his mind around it. Should he open it, or return it to the sender. It troubled his mind as there was no return address on it. It most likely was of that guy that had given him packages after which he had taken them and dropped them off at the other airport. So this was for the odd fellow he met this afternoon.

'He was not very friendly. Was he to trust?' Charlie thought.

'Why would I trust him? He is not aware of this package.'

Opening it may draw him into something he wanted to stay out as he had seen it go wrong with several other pilots. Pilots taking or accepting packages, can be bribed for more things and the next he would be flying with drugs in his plane. If caught, it meant handing in his pilot license. Soon he could drop into poverty as being a pilot was the only thing that Charlie was good at.

There was a time that he had jobs to pay for his pilots training. Never was he able to work longer than two months at a job, simply because he was not good at the job or he used his mouth unwisely.

Open the package or hand it over, the next time he would get another package to deliver?

Charlie decided to open it very gently, peek at the content and close it again in a way no one could see it had been opened.

The paper wrap was neatly folded around the content. Some sort of cigar box, large pen set or for the size even a street brick.

Tape was glueing the end of the paper to the lower part. With a knife he removed the tape without the paper being teared. Sweat appeared on Charlie's forehead as it took time to remove the tape delicately.

He was totally focussed on what he did. The world was outside, not at all in his head. He heard no sounds, only his own breathing and the air filling his lungs.

Slowly he turned the package around. The paper fell open and the light that came through the window, shone on the object. That was what it made the package so heavy. It was gold. No markings to be seen. Charlie opened the package paper more so he could see the complete object. He first touched it. His mind told him it could not be true, it felt warm. His fingers touched it only lightly. Not to make it dirty or greasy, he used the back of his hand. Gently the gold took a hold of him. It was just too beautiful to let it go and bring it to someone else. He just wanted to hold it tight. This must be something special for him. For Charlie. He loved it.

Charlie stood hunched over the gold. He became aware of his total focus and tried to get up and straighten his back. Like a piece of metal that was bent, Charlie was not able to get up. He was totally into the metal. He moved his eyes from left to right. Pressing himself to look outside the window and get back in the now. The metal in his back grew soft and he could stand erect again.

"Phfffewwwww." Charlie let out the air.

Bringing it to the not so nice man meant he would never have the gold again. Charlie knew instinctually that there was no finder's fee for the content of the package. Holding on to it, might be even more risky. 

'People are killed for less these days.' Charlie thought.

He walked to the window that allowed him to see every day life. People walking by, below him. Cars, horses and the like kept on moving as nothing had happened in this room. Charlie's room where never anything out of the ordinary, happened.

Charlie turned and looked from a distance to the precious metal. What a lovely sight. Way too dangerous to keep that in his house.

'I need to get rid of it.' He thought.

"It's your own fault. You shouldn't have opened it. Let it go. Hand it back to that mister Bowers. Hope for a treat. Stay on the decent path." Charlie said to himself.

He bowed over the package again. Now to wrap the paper around it again. With the same slow, gentle and cautious method, he closed it again.

No one would see that it had been opened.

He left the package at the table to bring it back to the owner.




— ♦ —


The bag was not all that heavy. It was odd. To carry all the jewelry in a shopping bag. Once the rings, necklaces and other objects had been neatly packed by a seller in a shop. Now Angela carried them around as if not important.

They were however important for Angela as she seldomly had seen so many together. Sure in the window of a shop she had seen many and at home of Jenny. Now they were hers. Jenny didn't want any of them. Not her style she had reacted.

'Weird, a painting was OK to take from another, but jewelry was not of her interest.' Angela thought.

She had been dropped off by Jenny at a nearby pawnshop.

"These belong to my family, but I need the money to pay the rent." She said to the employee.

"Let me check the value with my boss."

Left alone and her treasure being taken, she looked around. It was the first time in this shop. Furniture in the far back. Cutlery on the tables. Some suitcases only filled with travel stories. Electrical apparatus just on her left and in front of her, a vitrine with watches, earrings and the likes. Further to the right men and women trousers, dresses and other clothes.

Sure enough to see, mostly garbage. Not for her. She was not even aware that people really bought clothes in such a store.

The employee returned.

"Miss?"

Angela turned towards the woman and saw that all that she had brought was now on a velvet tray. They did seem more expensive presented like that.

"Ah, that's quick." She said.

"My father knows the value when he sees something like this. He has been in the business for 35 odd years now, so he is able to quickly state a value."

"And?" Angela tried to push small talk away.

"Uhm, there are some pieces that are fake. Like this ring here. No marks on it. It shines, but is definitively not gold."

The employee held up a ring towards Angela. She showed no interest, the staff member put it on the tray again.

"This necklace however is solid gold. It is old, as wearing can be seen in the corners of the links. Any idea how old it is?"

Angela thought about that for some time. She didn't want to make a mistake and making clear she had basically no connection to the objects.

"I would say that my mother got it from her mother. She gave it to me two years ago. I take it that it's about 70 years old."

"My father dated it. Based upon the gold mark, it is as old as 95 years. That makes it less worth as the purity of the gold back then was not at the same level as now. That can be seen in the links. Here and there one can see different coloring."

She offered Angela the necklace and a magnifying glass.

"It's OK, I belief you. What about these two rings?" Angela returned the necklace on the tray.

"Ah, the real parts. These are estimated at 400 and 650 Dollars. That is based upon their weight and the fact that they both are 24 karat."

Angela tried to hide the thill that rushed down her spine.

"So what will it be in total?" She asked the employee.

"We will take the rings and these earrings. The total would be 1100 dollar. Is that OK for you?"

Angela had to try it.

"A well, I had hoped that I would get 1500 for them."

"That might be the case if all really had a value. Some of them are fake and most likely only have an emotional value. 1100 is that the price that you will take?"

"OK."

Angela got the fake jewelry back and followed the staff member to the cash register.

Collecting the amount without a smile turned out to be pretty difficult. The cashier saw it.

"Happy about that amount?" He asked.

Straightening her face, she said. "It'll have to do. I had hoped for more."

"If you have more, come back and we'll see if it has value. Goodbye for now."

Angela took the money and put it in her pocket.

The trembling had not stopped. This was really cash in hand. With no problems. She loved the world that had treated her so well today.

Outside she waved a taxi and have her dropped off at her favorite dress shop in Queen street.




— ♦ —


"Angela, what do you think we should do first at the apartment?"

"Well Jenny. Last time we went over to check what state it was in and as you know we left earlier than expected. For the next time I would say that Donna should come as well. We will have to check if there is more that needs to have a better place than staying over there."

"I agree. Donna will be surprised that she has to help us, as she thought that there was hardly anything to do. No problem if she will check the technicians that we need, after our idea has settled to what we will make of this apartment. I sure think that we need to go for ultra modern. Maybe even a bit-over-the top modern."

"Why don't we go over there now. We pick up Donna on our way and make the best of this day having the light that is still available."

Jenny was silent for a moment.

"Uhm, Angela I want to say something. It is a bit personal so I would like you to keep this for yourself. I mean, not tell it to anyone as it can harm the Bowers family if told to the wrong person."

Angela straightened her back. Just like she would hear or understand better taking on such a posture.

"Oh, well, if you ask me, I've never told anyone anything about what goes on in this house of yours. So what you say to me is like talking to a foreigner. Not understood is not remembered." Angela answered.

Jenny crossed her arms in front of her. Looked up, down and bent her head to left and next to the right. As if she had a stiff neck.

Angela felt that something important, at least for Jenny, was about to be released. The grip on her cup of tea got tighter.

"Again, don't talk to others about it. I have so much problems with it, that I need someone that I can talk to and trust." Jenny said.

Waiting silence dropped upon them.

"I'm having trouble with my man. As you know he is not the kindest person. To be honest, he never was. When I got to know him, I saw potency for a good businessman. I stuck with him all these years to live the rich life."

Jenny stretched out her hands.

"I think I did have a good eye for that back then. I'd however not expected that it comes with a price. A man that is not a person to love. We basically accept each other in the same room, but that's it."

"I've learned that from the way you both treat each other. I understand what you mean." Angela said.

"Now and then he asks me some things to do or help him out. Most of the time he then is in a friendly mode. He can be very persuasive in his asking. He had asked me to help with the apartments for example. I first thought nothing of it, however now that we have finished one and start with the next, I do believe that I'm happy to help him."

"Well helping him, means also helping ourselves." Angela said while pointing at her new dress.

"That's true. However, there are other situations that I've not told anyone before."

Jenny's voice trailed, just like her eyes, off.

Angela understood that Jenny was reliving a historic issue and offered help.

"Let it out. Lower your defense and tell me what is on your mind."

Jenny was shocked at how Angela had mentioned it.

'Do I really have a wall like that? Is that the way people see me?'

Jenny dropped her head to digest what she had just heard.

"I do have quite a lot on my mind. One thing is that, uhm, how shale I say it."

Jenny had been shrinking in her chair while she said it. An internal voice whispered that she had to say it. To just do it. To open up and trust her friend. As a push up puppet that was released, she sat up straight again.

"I have been hit in the past. It started some seven years ago. Bernard and I had invited some friends. In the afternoon we sat back in the garden. The man drank beers, the ladies had their wine. The sun had brought an amber color at the end of that fall day. It was September eighth. I do remember that date well. Dinner had been a BBQ that was cooked by Bernard. He had not been the usual man that I knew back than. His jokes had been different and his attitude to Minnie had been quite different. More intrusive towards her. I even think that he had put his hand at her lower back. It still disgusts that image, as it forms the start of bad memories for me."

Angela had kept her cup in front of her and totally forgotten the tea in it as she was so into the story of her friend. She was transfixed. Looked direct at Jenny.

"Once the dinner was over, we sat back and the stronger drinks came on the table. Normally Bernard had enough after one glass of whiskey. However, that day even the second went in, in one gulp. As he drank more, I drank less. No real reason, maybe it just annoyed me and I wanted to compensate. At something like ten the friends went home. Bernard turned to me and took my wrist. I still feel the force with which he closed his grip. As easy as possible I asked him to let me go to clean up. In stead he pushed his body against me. With his other hand behind my back, I was locked in. My reaction was to back away. To keep balance, Bernard walked forward until my head hit a wall. My back followed soon. Bernard released his hand from behind me to lower it only more and leaned in on me."

Jenny looked out the window. She felt tears coming up. She didn't want to show those. With a bended index finger, she removed the first ones. Turned her face back to her friend that had a tortured face.

"He pressed his body against mine. His breath smelled horrible. I have never liked the smell of whiskey. Anyway, I tried to get away by struggling. He just pushed more of his weight against me. He whispered nasty words in my ears. What he wanted to do with me. I was so terrified. He was just too close and still to strong for me to get myself out of the position against the wall."

"Only the thought of it brings queasy feelings."

Jenny asked, "Wine?"

Angela snapped out of her position. She was so fixated by the words of her friend that it almost hurt her.

"Uh, yes, please." She replied.

Once filled it startled Angela how easily Jenny got back in her moment.

"I pretended to fall to the right, and he wanted to get our bodies in balance again. That was for me the moment to sink through my knees and as the balancing had released a bit of the tension of his hands on my body, I could release myself. I got out of the pop up cage he had made for me. Last moment he grabbed my left wrist with his left hand. I had not seen it coming. His right hand was open and with a flat hand he hit me hard on my jaw. With that he hit my nose as well and before I noticed it, I was bleeding. He shouted at me. Something like 'you cold, miserable wife'. I can still hear him say it. That I didn't want to follow his manly needs. I was already laying on the floor and crept backwards. He hit me in my side, so firmly I could hardly breathe."

"Oh my, oh Jenny. That is horrible."

"Yes. One way or the other the hit had brought him a bright moment as he stepped back. He looked at me. Revulsion in his eyes. I clearly remember him yelling at me. 'Go'. I was in a shock, but managed to get to my feet and went to the bedroom. I sat and whined for a long time. I know he could have come in and beat me again, but that only came to mind later on."

"Did he get in later?" Angela asked.

"No, he didn't. When I had checked my nose, which had stopped bleeding, it looked less bad as I thought. I went out of the room to the kitchen." Jenny continued.

"I had sat down with a cup of tea as he came in. He ignored me totally. I followed his movements from the corners of my eyes. I detested the man, but knew equally well that I just couldn't leave."

"Surely you could have gone to a hotel somewhere. Just to get some breathing air again."

"Could have, should have. Haven't done that. I was just to blue about the situation. I just knew no one to go to. Basically still don't know."

"Well, at least you are talking to me, aren't you?"

"Thank you, Angela, you are right. And I do appreciate that."

"And that was it? He never touched you after that again?" Angela didn't want to leave the story. Now was the time to hear it all.

"Well, he was silent after that first time. We just lived under one roof in the months after that occasion. We tried to avoid each other. However, it was not over. There was still something lurking about him. He was not the stable man I had learned to know. Skittish behavior became nervous, nervous behavior became nerve wrecking. He has become intolerable. There were occasions that he threatened to hit me. Luckily he didn't."

"You didn't really answer my question. Did he touch you in any way after that first time?"

Jenny looked at her. Angela felt a shiver going over her back as it seemed that Jenny was peering through her.

"Yes, as a matter of fact he has. That was last week." Jenny's voice floated away.

"Oh, my goodness. Were you hurt badly?"

"I was hardly touched. I did play along. I pretended that he hurt me." Jenny lied.

"Come to think of it, he wanted me to forget something. Now I don't know about you, but if someone asks me something like that, I tend to think all the more about it." Jenny said.

"What did he want you to forget?"

"I don't know why but he has a bar of gold in his vault. I was so astonished that I wanted to know more about it."

"A bar of gold? I've never seen one. Was it nice to look at?" Angela had forgotten what the source was.

"Sure it was, but I keep asking myself 'Why is it in this house?'" Jenny asked herself once again.

"Well, I take it he needed it for something or he had traded it in for something else. Do you miss something of value in the house?" Angela helped Jenny to snap out of her thoughts.

"I haven't checked yet. Nothing at least that caught my eyes."

"So the gold is still in this house?"

"Why is that so important to you? Most important is why was, or is it here?" Jenny spoke with an irritated voice.

"Sorry, I just adore gold. You're right, what does Bernard have on his mind that he has so much gold in his…, where did you see it?"

"His study. I'm not allowed to go there, but this time the door was open and I wanted to ask him if he joined in for dinner." Jenny said.

"My guess is that he has the gold out of a shadowy deal. He didn't speak to you about it after that issue?" Angela tried to get more information about the gold.

"Haven't you listened? No, we hardly speak at this moment, but let me continue."

"Bernard looked startled, when I came in his study. He tried to obstruct the view from me and his gold. He was not quick enough. The color and the shape easily gave away that it concerned a bar. I had seen one before at my parents' house, so I recognized this one in an instant. I asked if it truly was a genuine one. He didn't react. He folded it in a cloth and put it back in his vault, which he didn't close. Instead, he came up quickly to me. He looked me straight in my eyes. And…" Jenny's voice trailed away as her head bent down.

"And what?" Angela asked.

Jenny looked up, pushed back her shoulders as if some mysterious energy had hit her.

"And he said. 'You've never seen it. You keep your mouth shut about it.'"

"I shot back, why, why am I not allowed to talk about it. Why would I even talk about it with others? Now it seems there is something going on with it. It was his own fault that he put that kind of pressure on me. I asked on purpose, tell me about it. Did you steal it?"

"I saw the anger in his eyes. It was the one road that I shouldn't have mentioned. His cold answer was, no. I didn't believe him so I pushed on. I wish I hadn't, but I did."

"In what way did you push him then?" Angela was now fully drawn in Jenny's story.

"I did a step in his direction and said, too pushy, I think you didn't earn it honest."

"And then what?"

"The anger in his eyes shifted. It shifted towards rage. It was too late. He stepped forward and took me by my arm and shook me thoroughly." Jenny said.

"I admit that I fanned the flames by saying that shaking wasn't going to stop me."

"Oh, no, let me guess, then he hit you?" Angela asked.

"Yes, just like that. He was to quick for me. He hit me hard with the back of his hand. I fell on the floor as the force of the blow got me totally out of balance."

"Did he apologize after that?"

"No, on the contrary. He wanted to hit me more. I was able to crawl out of his study. He yelled: 'Now you understand what I mean with that and be sure to get the subject out of your head'. He closed the door after me, and since then we hardly speak to each other anymore."

"Now I understand that you mentioned last time, that you were ill and didn't want to see me."

"Yes, sorry that I lied to you."

"I understand that you did that. Now what? What are you going to do with the knowledge?"

"I know that it will cause a steer, but I will ask him again about the gold. I don't know yet when." 

"However, for now I do know what to do." Jenny said.

"Huh, what?"

"Well, I started of with the question, what to do with the apartment? And think about where that had gone." Jenny started to laugh.

Angela didn't fully comprehend what Jenny was saying. She was still trying to understand what had happened to her friend and how that had changed her. Only at this stage Angela understood the mood swings of Jenny and why she had reflected in odd ways in the last weeks. With that in mind she hardly anything to laugh so she could only smile sheepishly.

They had stayed a while and discussed the options of the apartments. Jenny called carpenters for it. At three they split up.




— ♦ —


Jenny went home and saw Donna's car. Not directly understanding what on earth she was doing here, Jenny went inside and into the kitchen. Donna was sitting at the large table.

"Well hello, I didn't expect you here. Are you OK?"

"I'm fine. I'm here as I just had an awkward meeting."

"What's that then?"

Donna lifted her bag from the floor to her knees and pulled out a package. She put her bag back on the floor and unwrapped the package.

“Look what I found, Jenny.” Donna said.

Donna held out a booklet for Jenny. Nothing special about it, no special cover. No special color.

Jenny took it. Flipped through it and stopped at random places. Some pages filled with drawings with a lot of lines and smaller figures next to some lines. At other places only numbers in a column or in a formula form.

Unclear what the content was, Jenny looked up towards Donna.

“So what is this?”

“Well, it doesn’t mean much to me. Remember that we went to the funeral of Mary? A relative of hers spoke to me that sad day. He had wanted my phone number. I didn’t think much of it, but gave it anyway.”

“And?” Asked Jenny.

“He called me early this week and this man, Paul, wanted to see me. I went by today and he showed me some items unclear to him and other relatives. Paul wanted to know if there was anything that I wanted to take as he would otherwise throw it away.”

“Odd, I’ve never heard of handing over of leftovers from a deceased in that way.”

“Neither have I, but I just took what was there and thanked him. I went over the items at home to see if there was anything of value. Nothing for me. However, I think you are more clever than I am, so I just want to know what you make of this.”

“Ah, now I see. Thanks for the compliment.” Jenny said.

She flipped through the booklet once again and put it down on the table. Where it fell open, she started to read. Figures, numbers and at some places on the left were words. ‘Silver, Mine, Copper, Factor’ 

Only the words silver and copper meant anything to her. There seemed to be a date next to each word: ‘5/2/2’ and ‘6/2/2’. More to the right was a number 34.5 and 34.75.

“If this is a date, and that is a metal, could this then be a rate or something?” Jenny mumbled.

“Why do you think that is a date?”

“The figures on the right are sometimes higher than the previous and sometimes lower. That seems to be a rate value. This rate changes by date. Get me the newspaper, will you?”

Jenny flipped back a few pages. Also, there she could see the words silver and copper. If it would be a date, the formatting was odd as numbers here were '12/18/1'.

‘What if the last position is the year? We are now in 1952 so that would mean a 2 and '12/18/1' might be December 18th in 1951.’ Jenny thought.

“Where are you, Donna, hurry?”

“Here you go. I found these two. Toronto Daily and Financial Post. Which one do you want to see first?”

“You take the Toronto Daily. I check the other one. I’m looking for the page containing the stocks.” Jenny explained.

“OK. Do you think these are prices for metals at specific dates?”

“Look, here is the listing of metals.” Jenny said.

Her index finger ran across the list.

“Copper, here you go. 35.63 is the price. That comes close enough to the figures in the booklet. So if these are stock prices of metals. Why would Mary have written this all down?”

“That is totally not Mary.” Donna answered.

“No, just what I thought. Next to this, it doesn’t seem her handwriting at all. What is your idea about this?”

“I would say that someone else did this. I don’t know why, but I get the idea that the way it’s written, it’s done by a left-handed man.”

“Could be. I go with you that the writer is left-handed. A man? Is that because of the sharp corners in the letters forming the word mine and copper?”

“Yes, exactly that.” Donna answered.

“Why would Mary have a booklet that is written entirely by a man?” Jenny asked, more to herself than to Donna.

“What do we know of Mary and the men she knew?” Donna added to the mystery.

“I know for a fact that there were hardly any in her surroundings. She had met this smaller man at a party. She had seen him several times after that. Didn’t she mention a name, at least once?” Jenny asked.

“Oh, you're right. Angelo, Aber. No, it started differently. I remember that it started with an 'a'.”

Jenny filled her in.

“Now that you say that, Arthur comes to my mind.”

“That’s it. That is the name. But Arthur who?” Donna exclaimed.

“Let’s presume it is Arthur Caron. The architect that works for my husband’s company. I’ve seen him at the same party as a matter of fact.”

“Arthur could be the guy. Now what? I see nothing of value in the booklet itself. You?” Donna asked.

“You’re right. We try to be detectives here, but with what purpose? Let’s drink to what we've found, have a laugh and forget about it.”

“I’ll have a white one.”

“OK, I will join you with a wine. Anything else that Paul had given you?”

“A blouse, worth nothing. Some trousers, only one fitted. I already threw the rest away.”

Jenny put down the booklet at the end of the kitchen table and went for the wines.

“Thanks for the drink. I’ll drink to the fact that we will be not only be art-sisters but also detective sisters.” Donna said loudly while raising her glass.

Jenny joined in, her mind had forgotten the booklet already.




— ♦ —


In the week that followed Jenny and Angela had drawn a design for the interior, Jenny spoke with the carpenters about their tasks.

Jenny and Angela had picked up Karen to head over to the apartment. This was more or less the last time they would go there.

The second time they had been there, Angela had found more useful items and had split the objects with Karen. Jenny didn't want anything.

The carpenters had nearly done their work. Today they would complete the work and it was ready to hand over to Bowers Builders. Jenny had not heard who would come over and perform the last check.

"I like this large living best. The light is splendid and the paintings we have selected out of our collection just fit perfect over here." She said.

"I agree. My favorite work is hanging here and suites better than my expectation. The colors really come to life. I do like the fact that the new owners will not even know how the paintings came in." Karen said with a smile.

"Better not to talk too much about them to others. We may well get in problems with that." Angela said.

"Ladies, ssst, I hear something." Jenny had been listening quietly.

She felt a draft when the front door opened. Still holding the door by the handle, Bernard stepped in and stared around.

Finally he closed and let go of the door.

Bernard walked in the extensive area, looked around. His eyes were scanning it. His face didn't show any reaction. It continued to hold the same expression.

"Where is this painting coming from?" He asked.

"Oh, that one. An artist gave it to us as he wanted to have space in his studio and he wants to market his material."

"Jenny, are you sure he didn't want to get paid one way or the other?"

"We have dealt with him about that. No worries." Jenny answered.

"But this is not at all what will sell."

"Sure it will. You most likely have lived under a stone. It might even be one of your own ones." Jenny paused, to let the joke sink in. No one even smiled as she never made jokes.

"What I mean is, this is what the future will look like. Ask around and you will hear about the colors and the appliances that we have selected." Jenny continued.

"This must have cost a fortune. I'm going to check the rooms." Bernard said.

The art-sisters hadn't forgotten one corner. Each room having a different color scheme, all fitted nicely together.

"Way too flowery for me this bedroom. Maybe others like it, but not me." Bernard said.

They returned to the living area.

Bernard looked around once more. A smile came to his face and Angela and Karen copied him. Jenny knew him better.

"I don't belief my eyes. You truly have done a great job. I don't like all the colors , but I see that they match. A remarkable thing."

It surprised Jenny that Bernard flattered all of them on how well all blended together. He sure hated some rooms, but was happy with the result.

"Now you have seen it, does it still need some changes?" Jenny asked.

"Next week the first prospects to buy it have their appointments to see it. Although I'm not all that happy with some colors, leave it like it is now." Bernard said.

He left the apartment.

"Pfew, that went well, don't you think so?" Remarked Karen.

"I told you that Bernard has no clue on what we are doing and accepts it as long as we are not overdoing it." Jenny said.

"Ok, let's go and drink to the fact that we finished another project." She added.




— ♦ —


Although Charlie had decided to return the package to mister Bowers, he had a problem of doing it. The box with the bar, just felt too good. Especially now he knew what was inside. Then again, how to get rid of the bar without too much of a hassle while getting the money for it and what the receiver of the bar would think of him. Even when he went to a bank with the bar, they would still think that he stole it. Truly the best way to make it go away was to return it to the person who gave it in the first place to him. He sat with the box on his lap in the sofa, deciding how and when to return it. The doorbell sounded.

Charlie put down the box next to the sofa and got up to open the front door. As if he had wanted it too badly, mister Bowers was standing there tall and broad as ever.

"Uh, mister Bowers. Can I help?" He asked.

"As a matter of fact, you can. It would however be great if we could discuss that inside." Bernard said while looking left and right.

The door opened further and with enormous steps, Bernard was inside, took the handle of the door and closed it.

Charlie took in some air as he was taken aback with the short and firm handling that mister Bowers performed.

"Please come thru to the living." Charlie pointed out.

"I have little time. Tell me what went wrong with the last transport. I need to know." 

"The last transport for you?"

"I'm not an imbecile. Get to the point and don't waste my time."

Charlie didn't like the way this was going. He understood he had to answer with no humor.

"As you know, I received your package some days ago. I took it with me the next day as you have told me. With the box I went to the airport and did my regular checks."

"Skip the details. We're not in a women's retreat." Bernard cut him short.

Charlie continued without blinking.

"The flight was uneventful although I noticed that the weather would turn, so I had to act smart to return as quickly as possible." Charlie said.

Bernard made circles with his right hand to make Charlie aware to hurry.

"When I arrived at the other airport, I took the box. Still sealed as you had given it to me. As said, I took it in the waiting area, to give it to the dark fellow as I did last time."

"And, did you give it to him?" Bernard asked.

"Well sir, you understand that the area was packed at that time. Quite a lot of persons waiting for the arrivals. All with families as I could see. Some happy, others in tears for whatever reason. I had the box in my arms and just stood there."

"You just stood there waiting. Are you insane? Didn't I tell you that the box contains something valuable?"

"O, yes, mister Bowers you told me. You also told me I had to wait for him no longer than five minutes. So I waited and waited. As you know, waiting takes the longest time. I stood there and life was passing by."

Bernard stepped forward and pointed a finger to Carlie's face.

"Come on, tell me something substantial. Not this gossip like a story."

"I'm sorry sir, but I need to tell you all of it as otherwise you think I make all up."

"That is up to me to decide. Now hurry and continue." Bernard pressed.

"So, standing there I could just see the large hand of the clock that is hanging outside. I had to wait for another minute I would say when a man came up to me and passed me. He did that rather hastily. He bumped into me and I nearly lost my balance. The box felt heavier than ever."

"And then what?" Bernard had problems to keep his volume at the same level.

"Beng, five minutes since I waited, I saw no one coming up to me with speed. I thought it would be wiser to stand out of the way. Looked around. I saw no one familiar. I could have stayed there for quite some long time, but I decided against it. I stepped out of the area and back to my plane."

"So no one showed up?"

"No, sir."

"And where is the box now?"

"I pushed it in the luggage container and left for a coffee."

"Are you telling me, you left the box alone for a stupid cup?" Bernard asked.

"I did just that."

"Yes, sir."

"Damn it, what a fool you are."

Bernard put up his fist. Just in front of Charlie's face.

"You really did that. Bongers, that was stupid."

"I needed the brake as I was shaking, because nobody had come up to me and claimed the box. The coffee was good. It warmed me and helped me to forget the stupid waiting."

"Don't do this to me. You left for a coffee and inspected the luggage once returned?"

"Sure did, and it was there."

"And what next?" Bernard was now coming close to Charlie.

Charlie could smell the irritating sweat odor that the man spread. He was not at all used to a man standing so close, so he stepped backwards.

"What is it? Are you afraid of me? Is it something that you are hiding from me?" Bernard asked.

"I think that you are intimidating a bit too much."

"So? I think that you have an item from me and I want to have it returned."

"Now." Bernard added while stepping up to Charlie.

Charlie didn't like Bernard anymore. He was too much in his comfort zone. He let go of the idea to return the bar.

"I don't have nothing from you. Now you come here uninvited. You question me. I despise you. Get out of my house." Charlie replied.

"I will do no such thing. I haven't got an acceptable answer from you. Just help me out, will you? You have something from me, you have a box, you didn't give it to a man at the airport. You even told me just now that you had put the box in the luggage area of you plane. You fly home and now you are telling me, you have nothing. You are a filthy liar." Bernard bursted.

During his last words, he pushed Charlie with one hand backwards. He nearly fell, but could regain his balance. It made him more angry. He tried to push Bernard back, but the man was stronger and had anticipated what Charlie would do.

Bernard was not a man to push around, and Charlie knew he had made a mistake. Before he knew, Bernard swung his arm and hit Charlie in his face.

There was too much power in the swing, and Charlie fell back. He tried to get a hold of the armrest of the sofa, but he fell on the wrong site. His back smashed against the box. The air left Charlie with a large sigh. He fell sideways.

Two steps and Bernard had the box in his hands. He had recognized it immediately.

"What's this? You told me you didn't have the box. This is the box, I tell you." Bernard shouted.

Without hesitation, he opened the box, his hand dived into it.

"Have you looked what is inside?" He asked.

"No, but tell me, is it that valuable?" Charlie could ask, now that he got his breath back.

"For me it is. I don't trust you anymore. I take this with me. We don't have a deal anymore. You forget about me. If not, then my swing will be from a different order."

Charlie looked up from his lying position and saw that Bernard left the room with the box.






From Design to Building

For this journey Arthur had taken his boots with him. He roughly knew the area where Bernard had pointed his finger on a map.

"This is the spot where the new building must be raised." Bernard had said.

'Customer is king.' Was all Arthur could think of at that moment. He was in his car and with the map from Bernard he was close to the spot.

The area was lush of green vegetation. Practical layout regarding the roads.

'Infrastructure was ok until so far.' Arthur was now in professional mode and was mentally going over the checklist that he had been using hundreds of times when checking out a location for a prospect or customer.

A car was on the side of the road. A man was on the other side of the car overlooking the plot in front of him.

Arthur stopped at a distance of it. Through his window, he watched the man, who didn't move.

He had to step out of his car to get a closer look at the plot and thus the man.

The man turned his head, when Arthur closed his door.

Looking over the plot, there was some slope on it. Nothing to worry about. Arthur worried more about the man that now took steps in his direction. He came in shouting distance.

"You sure didn't expect me here, did you?" 

Carefully Arthur closed in. Finally he recognized Bernard.

Stretching his hand out of politeness, he said, "Uh, well no. Not at all I have to say. How did you know that I would be here, anyway?"

"My secretary called yours. No sweat as she mentioned that you had to go to this area. It was my risk that you really had to be here and not somewhere in the neighborhood." Bernard said.

"Now that you are here, point out to me how the building should be positioned according to you?" Arthur asked.

Bernard pulled out the map he had shown Arthur the last time that they met.

"Turn this a bit. Then close to those bushes. Here an entry for the cars and some parking spots there on the right side."

Arthur turned right where Bernard pointed his right index finger.

Looking at the drawing he held up a sketch to imagine what it would look like.

"Remember that turning the building will also make a shift to the light that will fall upon it. It will look dimmer in the late afternoon hours as the sun will be on the back side by then."

"Next to this, is it clear if it remains open on the other side of the road or are there plans for some form of industry?" Arthur finished of.

"Not that I'm aware of. So what, as my building will be away from the frontline. As long as it is not a fur treating company. That smells way to awful."

Arthur looked up to Bernard. He raised one eyebrow.

"You sure, that you already bought this piece of land and have not checked with government if the opposite will not be used by whatever type of business?" Arthur asked in disbelief.

Bernard felt a tingle going over his spine. Staring just towards his own piece of the earth.

"Well?" Arthur pressed.

"No, and my gut feeling is that we should have no fear of that. Just look at the location itself. Isn't is splendid?" Bernard twisted the subject.

Arthur raised his eyes upwards.

"It sure looks ok to me. Got electricity over here?" He continued.

Another tingle on the upper side of his spine. This time a stronger one.

"Not seen, can't be too difficult nowadays." Bernard murmured, while staring over the plot.

Arthur was not tall, but he felt himself rise above Bernard.

"So what I'm looking at is a ground that is most likely not connected to power, unclear what any new neighbors will do. Is the soil strong enough?" Arthur pressed on with professional questions.

Another tingle.

'Damn, this man is not very helpful.' Bernard thought and turned his body in the direction of Arthur.

"Now listen to me, you miserable little man. I bought this land as it is the perfect spot for my new building to be build. You are not the one that will cancel that decision. Deal with what is available and you and your company will get famous as well." Bernard blurred out.

Trying to stay calm, Arthur kept his mouth shut, while his mind raced on how to get even with this brutal. He decided to let it go and have it pass time.

"Sorry, those are just standard questions. Lets walk over the land to the other end to see what view we will have from there. I can make some sketches as well for later use that will show the end form." Arthur answered.

"Whatever. I only want to hear from you that the site is good enough to build the new building."

Now it was Arthur's turn to cast a puzzled glance at his customer.

"Oh, is that all? Is that all you wanted to know? What is wrong with you? Things are not always that simple. You may think that all is easy, but I take it you have enough experience to know that that is just not the fact. Come on."

Arthur had heard the opening and used it, to verbally get back to Bernard.

No reply from Bernard.

Arthur stepped into the field with Bernard following him after some time.

Reaching the other side, where the trees took over from the open land, Arthur turned and looked.

He started to sketch what he saw, in just a few simple strokes he had the idea of the view on paper. As he had been revising the drawings of the building several times, he was able to draw in the building from his mind.

"Something like this. It will look quite similar."

Bernard took hold of the image. Looked over the rim of it and tried to imagine the real building on the real ground with the image in front of him.

"Lovely. Just the correct spot. Can't be better. When can you start?" Bernard asked.

"Hold your horses, I'm not finished. I first want to look from that other side near the bushes." Arthur pointed out.

Another tingle. Now one that touched Bernard's complete spine. He had foreseen this, but now that it happened, he started to sweat.

"Uhh, well is that really needed? I don't think it is different there than here. Let's finish this." Bernard said.

Arthur didn't wait nor explained why he wanted to see the lot from the other side. He walked with some effort to the next viewpoint.

Halfway he stopped. Looked around and next, upwards to Bernard.

"There has been recently done some digging here. Are you aware of that?" He asked.

"So? There is no hedge so everyone coming by, can do that. Not important."

Another look around by Arthur. A signal came from deep within his subconscious. An unexplainable electricity. He couldn't pinpoint it so shook his head and started to walk again.

A silent sigh of relieve left Bernard's mouth. Still sweating he followed the smaller man.

"Quite a different view from here, don't you think?" Bernard tried to regain his posture.

"Ah, it is still black earth what I see, but I understand what you try to say."

Arthur stopped to make another sketch. Flipped the drawing away for another blank page and started to walk onwards.

"Arthur, why are you walking that way. In the bushes is nothing of interest. Our cars are over there." Bernard said while he pointed to both their cars.

"Don't worry, I just have to take a leak. I'll be back shortly." Arthur said over his shoulder while he stepped in the bushes.

Bernard tried to follow him with his eyes. The bushes being too dense, he failed at it.

"My god what is this?" Bernard heard.

"What?"

Branches broke off, leaves rustling. Arthur stepped out.

"Damn, I walked back and nearly broke my leg as there was a large hole in there. I fell and noted the amount of dirt."

A large tingle as if a nail was driven right in Bernard's spine, froze his body.

"Luckily I could hold on to a tree before I really fell."

Arthur brushed off some leaves and dirt from his trousers. Erecting himself he looked up at Bernard.

"You don't have to wait. I'm not a pussy. Let's go, I've seen enough here."

A warm feeling returned in the back of Bernard.

Nearing his car he asked.

"So? Is it an OK spot?"

"The first one was better. More earth has to be moved here and of course the electricity is missing. This will cost. I'll adept the quote."

Bernard grinned, shook the outstretched hand and walked around his car to leave to the office.




— ♦ —


Arthur walked to his car. With an odd wave to Bernard, who drove by, he was alone near the new location of the building.

'There is definitely something wrong with this place.' He thought.

Abruptly Arthur stood still halfway to his car. He looked up, turned his head to the field on his left that would hold the building of Bowers Builders within a year.

Turning he saw the bushes on the left of the field he had earlier entered.

'It was there that I had an odd feeling.'

Arthur looked at his watch, noticing that he didn't have much time before it became darker.

With large strides he went back over the field. The clay was thick and hooked on his boots with every step. It became slippery.

Arthur entered the bushes at the same place as earlier with Bernard. Being darker already, it was hard to identify where he had walked before.

Right was nothing, it was more to the left that he had felt it.

Arthur made smaller steps. More careful as it became harder to see where he put his feet. He was sure there was earth moved.

He slipped over a rotten sticks. The mud on his boots helped. In an act of saving his precious trouser, he quickly stretched his hand and fell sideways.

"No." Arthur yelled.

His hand went in deep. Deep into loose earth. It stopped on something harder than the surrounding earth.

Forgetting all about his trousers, he turned himself on his knees and felt with both hands in front of him. He started to dig with both hands. Dropping the earth to the left, a larger opening appeared with each dig.

A shiver went over his back, now that he noticed that something yellowish appeared.

"What the hell is this? It's too soft for a stone at least." He said.

Hard to see, but this was the place that Arthur had seen where either digging was done or someone had dropped earth.

The yellow like object appeared to be round and was not free from the earth yet. Arthur touched it with his index finger. He pressed it.

It felt cold, but still soft.

Arthur wouldn't and couldn't stop now. He had the urge to continue. His right hand went in the opening, while he supported his upper torso on his left hand.

More leaves, and earth came out of the opening. More yellow appeared. Now there were blue spots on it as well.

It dawned on Arthur.

"No, this is plainly impossible. Not me. I don't want to find this."

His right hand was now shaking while he removed more earth. The yellow softness became a wrist which became a hand.

"Ahhhh, nooo." Arthur grunted and stood as quickly as possible.

He tried to oversee the situation. Being fully aware that the hand was of a man. He didn't have to remove the remainder of the earth. That would be something for the police to do.

Yet, Arthur did have a lot to explain when he told the police. He could be taken in custody while the investigation was going on about the dead body.

On first blink he thought that the police would be helping, but thinking more about the situation, they could with the same speed arrest him with murder and he had tried to cover up.

He went for the last. To cover it. To think about this, before doing anything with this knowledge.

He felt the opening and pushed in loose dirt.

With the earth returned to the original place, Arthur stood.

Only then he noticed how much energy it had taken him.

His knees started to feel like jelly and he couldn't control himself. He fell forward over the area where the body was hidden.

'Away, I must get away from here.' Arthur thought and rolled away from the area.

He tried his knees again while he carefully stood up. This time he had more control.

Grabbing the bushes for support, he left it as soon as possible.

Slipping and sliding he crossed the field.

When he arrived at his car, he bent over to in- and exhale due to the force it had taking him to get back as soon as possible.

He stepped in and waited for his breath to be under control again.

"Back to the hotel. As soon as possible." He said to himself.




— ♦ —


Arriving at his hotel, Arthur skidded in and took the looks from the concierge and bell boys with shame. He had left his dirty boots in the trunk to clean them later. His trousers were a mess and most likely he would just throw them away or he would rinse them in the bathtub and see what the result would be.

Walking in his robe he took a drink and sat down at his desk. This was more than an odd situation. He needed to summarize on paper, what happened.

New lot for Bowers; place on field where digging was done; loose earth in bushes; a body, most likely a man.

So he would change the blue prints for the Bowers Building the next day. Next to this he would raise the quote with at least the amount that a new suit would cost as his was ruined today. He knew that he could not just push the body away. It would cause a tremendous delay when the police would know now. On the other hand the chance that it would be found during the digging and the actual building activities would be more than high. That would be more of a disaster. There was only one conclusion for him, he had to tell the police and Bernard.

Bernard would stir up things but most likely the police would want more from him.

Arthur called Bernard first.

Still in his robe, he sat down at his desk.

"Bernard, it's Arthur, don't know how to tell you this, but I think you ought to hear this first."

After a few seconds the reply came.

"First? What's the matter?"

"You left the ground just now. Before I did, I mean."

"So?" Bernard uttered the single word slowly.

"I went back to the bushes. With the little light there still was I moved the loose earth over there."

"Are you insane? What have you done?"

"You heard me. I found a body. A body of a dead man. How shall I put it, a monster of a problem during the building process. We just can't neglect that."

Arthur heard static noise on the phone.

"You're still there, Bernard?"

"Damn it, that is awful. What did you do afterwards?"

"What do you expect? I covered it up again and went to my hotel."

"You didn't tell anyone, besides me?"

"No."

Arthur stared without seeing anything during the silence that followed.

"OK, we can keep this under control. Don't tell anything about this to others. We, especially you, try to forget this. I've heard you and have to think about the steps I have to take. Goodnight."

Arthur looked at the phone. Bernard had hung up.

'Just forget it?' He thought.

Dressing himself, Arthur wondered if it would make a difference to tell the police after this call and when to tell it. It was important as with not telling he would be involved in it too much.

"Police department, how may I help you?"

"I want to report a dead body."

"Come again, a dead body. Are you sure it is dead?"

"Pretty sure, as it is covered with earth and didn't move when I touched it."

"Were is the body now?"

"Still in the ditch where I found it. I covered it up again once I saw only the underarm and part of the hand. Then I knew it was a human body."

"I think we would want you to show the place you found it, Where are you now, sir?"

Arthur told the address and confirmed that he would be standing outside in a quarter.

It was dark at the moment he was picked up. Arthur told the constables the address. After that it went quiet in the regular police car. The constable called in the central to inform them of the location when arriving.

Standing outside the car they waited for the sergeant to come. The constables had hardly spoken to Arthur. The four went over the field with three torchlights. They skimmed the field and adjusted their course based upon indications of Arthur.

Another car stopped behind the two parked cars. The sergeant turned to check. Barely readable, it showed the large letters on the side of the car, 'Torestar'.

'Great, just what I need, a newspaper journalist that is waiting for our return.' He thought. He pushed the information to the back of his mind and concentrated on the muddy path.

"So this is it? The place where you found the body?" The sergeant asked.

"Over there, where the earth has been moved not all that long ago."

"Careful, write down what we see first." The sergeant told a constable.

Their lights shone back and forth and all tried to take in as much details as possible. One constable took notes. The others stepped up to the distorted place and slowly removed the earth and soon the yellow colored arm of the body was captured by their flashlights.

Arthur felt his knees becoming weak again now that he saw the body again.

The constables now had an idea how deep the body was covered under the earth and turned up their efforts to reveal it completely. One of them ran back to the car to request for an ambulance.

"So, how come you found it here? Why were you here anyway?"

"I had this odd feeling there was something wrong here, when I joined monsieur Bowers." Arthur replied.

"Bowers from Bowers Builders?"

"Yes."

"Why were the both of you here?"

"He showed me where he wants to place his new building. I'm the architect of the building. It seemed to me that we have to remove these bushes to get the building in the correct way."

Two men with a gurney entered the bushes. They looked at the now uncovered body that had large bruises at the upper side of the body. The journalist entered the spot and quickly prepared his camera for a picture of the body.

"Stop that." The sergeant intervened. "Don't you have any respect for a dead person? Take an image while we drive away or something."

The journalist found it wise to follow the order, but got a picture while the body was placed on the gurney. He reluctantly left the bushes and waited on the field for them to get out.

"How did Bowers react when he entered the bushes? You thought there was something out of order here?" The sergeant asked Arthur.

"He stood close to the entrance, over there." Arthur pointed to the right of the place where the gurney had come in the bushes. "He hardly moved."

Arthur had to be careful with the words that he used. He didn't want a customer as important as Bowers going in jail.

"Okay, I'm done here. We go back. They will drop you of at the hotel. Let's go." The sergeant said while pointing at the constables.

"Who do you think has done this?" The journalist asked at no one in particular.

No answer.

The sergeant looked at Arthur. Arthur at the body on the gurney of this, to him, unknown person.

"Again, who do you think, monsieur Caron?" The sergeant repeated the question.

"It wasn't me. As far as I know monsieur Bowers, it wasn't him. My idea is that there was some bar fight going on and one of the locals has done it."

Arthur could not relief himself of the idea that Bowers had something to do with it, so he made up the story to distract the others.

In line as goose, they left the bushes and walked over the field to the cars.

Arriving there, the sergeant stood in front of Arthur.

"Can you give me one, good, reason why you first went home and washed yourself, before you contacted us?"

Arthur knew that that weakness of him, would cause him a lot of painful moments. More questions like these would follow. A moment ago, he tried to remove Bernard from the list of suspects and now he appeared on top of it due to him waiting such a long time.






The Oval

"Welcome. Good to see you." Bernard offered a wide grin to Arthur Caron when the architect stepped into his office.

"Good to be back in here. It has been quite some days from the last time we saw each other." Arthur said.

Standing tall, Bernard felt strong again, which was even more when he looked at the size and the body language of his guest.

Arthur had not been sleeping well after he had found the body. Well, that was an understatement, he had only slept two hours a night. Fatigue would finally hit him just before night turned into morning. His brand new suit couldn't help him enough to gain his composure. He wondered if Bernard would even hint to the body discussed over the phone.

"Sure it is good that you're here, as I want to complete our deal." Bernard said.

With coffee in front of them, Bernard took the blueprints from the side of the table. All work again. No signal for Arthur that there would be anything else to discuss.

Arthur had to try.

"Before we continue, I just need to know. What has happened to you once you left the ground last time we saw each other?"

Bernard looked at him for a moment. Drank half of his cup. Raised a brow.

"I think that I want to forget the last days as soon as possible. Soon after you phoned me and mentioned the body, the police wanted to see me. They really wanted me, to give myself in. Really talking me into it. But, you know, I was not the one that did it."

"So, if you are not the one that killed that man, who did it?" Arthur asked.

Once asked, he wanted to just see badly how Bernard was lying. Lying about what truly had happened the day that Bernard had seen the man and killed him. He looked straight at Bernard who eyed him right back.

"Uh, I don't know. I leave that to the police to find out."

"Meanwhile, we can check the contracts again and sign them so we can finally start on the building in a short while." Bernard continued.

"Are you sure? The body may jeopardize the project or at least stale it for some time."

On purpose Arthur didn't want to put too much pressure on the man sitting across from him. It was still his customer, and he didn't want to lose this project that would bring in some serious cash for the company.

"Let it be. I heard that you were there when the body was removed. That leaves us only one step that we have to wait for. I mean that the police needs to be ready with investigating the surroundings. I've read once that they check that and, if they find something, that may clarify what happened."

"True. But it has been two days ago that they raised the body, so I would say they are ready with that last step."

"Once again, let it be. We've got work to do. You send me the new quote and I have just one question."

"What's that then?" Arthur asked slowly as he digested that Bernard so easily switched the subject.

"Do you really think that Bowers Builders is going to pay that much for the amount of work that you have done?"

"You know it is not only me that has done the work. You also know that the design has been altered several times… By you."

"Next to that, several changes were incorporated that were not needed in the first place, but now that a new location is in vision, electricity and plumbing work takes more than in the original plan."

"Still it is a damn lot of money. Split the difference with the previous quote and we have a deal." Bernard said.

=====

"Merde monsieur, that is not enough. We have done a good job until now and we will continue to do so. I know that you are behind the death of the man. If you want me to keep that knowledge to me, you will not at all try to reduce the quote. Just accept it as it is now."

Bernard leaned backwards in his chair. He let his fingertips touch each other. Constantly he kept a sharp eye upon the man opposite him.

"I've no idea what you know. Don't fool around with me. You know that I can make or break your company. If I send you home without a signature, you have a damn lot to explain to your partners."

"I don't mind my partners. Neither should you. Don't think about the board members, they will try to stop you for every step you make into investing. Do however think of how credible you will be in the market when you will have to sell a project and the prospect knows that you are a potential killer."

Arthur felt his body grow. Never had he spoken so crisp and clear to a customer. Not even to a partner. Only to Nora, and that was maybe why she had left him. 

Trying to get his focus back, Arthur looked direct at Bernard and tried to read his body language.

The director of the building company didn’t move at all. No blink, no shifting in the seat.

"I guess you have been rehearsing this a lot for yourself. I've never heard you state something so clearly to me. I love openness of people, but I admire yours honesty. Especially when high stakes are at risk."

Bernard kept on looking straight to Arthur. Both men were totally focused on each other. For both it seemed there was nothing else. No sound, no color, no warmth, no smell. Nothing, besides the wireless transmission of electrical power that seemed to exist between the two men.

Like spring, Bernard blinked, letting a smile break through and extended his hand towards Arthur.

In turn the smaller man stood and extended his.

Both men sealed a secret and a deal.

Bernard rose to his feet, while holding Arthur's hand. Shaking them, they stared at each other intently.

While doing so, the door opened.

"Monsieur Bowers, sorry to disturb you, but the police is here for you."




— ♦ —


Bernard turned to see each of the constables straight in their faces.

"What did you say?" Bernard asked.

"We are putting you under arrest."

"What? Why?"

"For the murder of Malcolm Dris. He was found on your property. There is evidence that you did it. Now please come with us."

"I just don't understand it."

A constable stepped up to Bernard. Stretching out his hand with handcuffs.

"No handcuffs please. That is far to humiliating for me. All the employees will see it."

"Walk between us when we go out to the car."

"I've done nothing wrong."

"It's not up to us to judge that. We leave that up to others. We are only here to collect you."

"Damn it, Arthur, do you understand anything of this? You know I'm innocent. Say that to the police. Will you do that for me?"

Arthur had mixed emotions. He thought about the project, the near future of him and of Bernard. He looked at Bernard, who looked defeated. 

"We'll see. But what about the plan?" Arthur asked astonished that he had dared to ask the question. 

"Oh, you just start. All material is here on the table. I gave you my hand and I now give you my word. The order is yours." Bernard said.

Arthur was even more surprised about the answer. Bernard was all business. No worries at all. It seemed that he had totally forgotten about the police barging into his building and even during this important meeting.

Arthur looked to the plan and next to the police and at last to Bernard.

"Can't do that. If the police is in, how much do I have to trust you that all will go in good order?" He asked.

"Damn it. I thought we had a deal. Now the police comes in and you step out."

"Trust goes vice versa. I lost it here and now. I'm disappointed in the direction it went."

Arthur got on his feet and looked at Bernard. He could see that Bernard's eyes narrowed and felt the anger radiating.

"Please, mister Bowers, come with us." One of the constables said.

"Yeah, yeah, calm down. I'm here and I heard you. I will come."

Bernard stood. To Arthur he mouthed, 'I'll get you for this.'

The door opened, and the three men went away.

Arthur fell back in his chair, dazed at what just happened.

For a moment he leaned with his elbows on his knees and his hand palms in front of his face.

'What has just happened here? This company is going to fall down, and it takes my company along with it. I'll have to fight that.' He thought.

He removed his hands and opened his eyes.

He looked at the plans, contract and blueprints. Folding it all together, he put them in his bag. As if beaten by a stick he slowly rose and walked to his car. He couldn't recall that he responded to any of the niceties that were said to him during his way out.




— ♦ —


Bernard sat in the back of the police car.

"Do you think that I'm guilty?"

"Is it really true that there is someone who believes that I'm guilty?"

"Why don't you just answer my questions?"

"Hey, I'm talking to you. Answer me."

Bernard got frustrated, about the men just in front of him that didn't respond in any way. At some moments, they said some stupid things about the weather.

At the office Bernard had to wait for a sergeant where he was seated at a table in a small room. The room was not like his office. Nothing nice here, nothing worth a look.

The door opened at an unexpected moment. Bernard jumped up and his chair fell.

"What's this? And? Innocent am I not?"

"Sit."

Instinctively Bernard understood that he could only follow the order. He sat down and looked straight into the eyes of the sergeant.

"We have placed a serious allegation upon you, mister Bowers."

"We have evidence that you have murdered a man."

"To be more precise, this man."

The sergeant opened a manila folder, and from the low stack he took one sheet. He turned it and put it on the table between them. He slid the image to Bernard, who stopped it.

Bernard looked at the image. A head of a man could be seen. Dark hair. His face had black spots on the sides. The right eye was bruised and surrounded with black and blue. Bernard had no problem to look at the image. He didn't recognize the person. He shoved the image back.

"Don't know him."

"The man has a broken neck. The way his jacket was laying in the ground, it seemed that the man was dragged in his grave."

The sergeant looked direct at Bernard to see if any of his jaw muscles reacted. He slid the image back to Bernard.

"Take another longer look at him. Check his open eye. Doesn't that ring a bell?"

Bernard did only briefly look at the image. He put it back in the middle of the table.

"Clearly you have the wrong image, I don't recollect anything from this man."

"Bear with me mister Bowers. In my opinion you have been at a site with freshly digged ground. For what we know it was on an evening or night that the ground was wet from rain. One way or the other you have hit this man with a blunt object and he is dead and you are sitting in front of me."

"I don't know this man. I don't like your accusation. Release me, as I have nothing to do here."

"Your secretary told us you left the building on that day at a time, and I quote, 'An indecent time'. You only told her that you went over to the new lot."

Bernard felt blood rush to his head, but instinctively knew that if he would react, it would seem he was guilty. He stared thru the sergeant by focusing on a spot between his eyes. In that way he was basically not seeing him. He saw the wall with the dreadful, but soothing greenish color. Coolness returned in his head.

"Leave my secretary out of this. I know what I know. I don't know this man."

"Would you like me to tell you what the last sentence was that your secretary said?"

"I said, leave her out."

"I'll decide what I do. I'll tell you what she thought was worthwhile to tell me."

Silence crept in. Bernard straightened his back. Pretending to stretch out.

"She told me you had bought the spot without the board even knowing about it. Is that normal within your company?"

Bernard tried hard to keep his cool style.

"I don't think I will react to that as this concerns company internal information."

"O, that is a pity. Surely you don't want me to get a document via the superintendent, stating you have to answer all my questions."

"It makes this discussion only longer. I didn't tell anyone about buying the land. I don't see a point in that."

The sergeant rose from his chair. With a hard and loud bang, he hit the table with his flat right hand.

Bernard had not anticipated this and his head shot up and he sat straight.

"Now, stop it. Tell me that you know this man."

"No matter how hard you hit the table, I don't know this man. Find another one that knows him or her."

The sergeant picked up the image. Slowly he placed it back in the manila.

"If you don't know this man, you most likely have no problem that we quickly check your vehicle to see if we see anything out of the ordinary."

"Sure I have a problem with that. I do however understand that if I say that aloud, I'm showing a hint of being guilty."

Bernard let out a sigh.

"Bring me home. Inspect my car. Take it with you. Turn it inside out. Whatever. As long as I get it back in the same shape."

"I don't bring you home. You will stay here. I'm now stepping out and have your car collected and will examine it. Once done, I will tell you if we are done or not."

Bernard followed the sergeant with his eyes while the man stood and left the room.

Left on his own, Bernard looked around. His head throbbing with pain as thoughts tumble over each other how to get going.

Just as he started to wonder when someone would step in, the sergeant stepped in.

Looking straight at him, it took him some time to say.

"There is someone to see you."

The sergeant opened the door and a tall man stepped in. He didn't sit down.

"I'm the peace officer of this district. A bail amount has been set and we want to know if there is anyone that can pay for you?" The man asked.

"Let me call my wife. She will help me out."

Bernard was lead to a cubical with one telephone. From there, he made the call to Jenny.

"She'll be here in a quarter." Bernard summarized to the sergeant.

"I'll have to lock you in the interrogation room again until she is her."

Bernard went back to the room they earlier sat.

With a cup of coffee he waited for Jenny to show up.




— ♦ —


Jenny stepped in the car. Bernard was already in the driving seat.

"What was that all about?" She asked.

Bernard didn't want to discuss all his problems with her, so he easily build the answer.

"A minor thing at the office. Thanks for helping me out."

"A minor thing? How minor was that, that I had to pay so much?"

"I don't want to discuss this now. It was a minor thing. I will drive to the office. You take this car to drive home. I don't know if I'm home for dinner tonight as I have some things to arrange."

"Don't leave me in the dark like this. I need a better excuse then what you give me now. Tonight I want to hear the total story behind this all."

"Shut up, it has to do with work, I don't have to explain anything about that to you."

"About work, no. I don't want to hear anything about that. Why did I pay so much to get you out of the police station? That is all I'm asking."

"Woman, shut up. Just shut up."

As Bernard grew more angry, Jenny stopped her questioning. That would only enrage him more.

'Glad she stopped with asking me all these questions. I need to shut her up as she becomes more troublesome.' Bernard thought to himself.

Without another word, Bernard drove and stepped out, at the office, without saying goodbye.






What is hidden

Jenny was perplexed, at least one or two words were the least she expected when Bernard stepped outside the car.

"What is he up to?" She asked to herself.

She took the driver seat and went home.

No one at home. Time enough to perform some checks.

She had barely given herself time to undo her coat, when she went directly to his study.

Normally closed, but now open. That made her suspicious.

As if someone could hear her, she opened the door as softly as possible. Darkness. Light smell of smoke. The thick new carpet after his last attack on her. The memory alone made her regret that she had come in. Jenny knew however that if she didn't look now, there would most likely be no other chance.

With the light on, it was better to see where she stepped.

Cautiously not to drop one of the artefacts that she disliked she nearly crept to the desk.

Behind the desk, she turned her body to the place where the vault was. She raised her hand to open it. It stopped.

'Don't be a fool. You've gone so far now. Take the last steps and uncover what he hides.' She thought.

Jenny continued to push her hand toward the knob on the vault. The cold metal fitted right in her hand. While turning it, the knob gave a rattling sound. She tried 8-3-13, his day of birth. The door didn't move. She tried different sequences. Also, her own birthday. It remained close.

Her hand and head dropped.

She turned and tried to listen beyond the pounding of her heart.

Her eyes followed the contours of the desk and saw the drawer handles. She grabbed the top one. Closed.

The one underneath it was open. It contained nothing more than pencils and some plain paper.

The next drawer opened only with a shriek. An envelope was the only attribute in it. Slowly she picked it up. A first peak in it only revealed papers. Neatly stacked. With the dim light on this side of the desk, she had problems reading the top page. The embossing was made with craftmanship. Finaly she understood the calligraphically letters. They simply said 'Stock Certificate'. She counted roughly a hundred sheets. So her husband was investing in stock.

This could correspond with a lot of money. She put the stack back in the drawer.

Jenny tried the other drawers. One was left open and slowly she pulled it towards her. More papers. This time related to his building activities. When she took it out, an envelope protruded crookedly out. Apparently it had to be like that. While pulling out the envelope, she put down the papers on the desk. The envelop had been opened several times that was clearly visible in the folds. One word was written on the front in bold female letters, Bernard. Both with fear and curiosity, she pulled out the letter. It contained only one page. Quickly she scanned the heading and the footing. It stated 'Dear Bernard' at the top. She flipped the letter to see the end. The bottom startled Jenny as it read 'Love Angela'.

She turned the letter again and started to read. 'How I miss you, every day. I wish I could be with you more times per week than the few moments that Jenny is not around.'

The letter continued with saying how good he had been for her and how she had been looking forward to the two being together. Jenny felt a nausea rising. With great effort, she was able to finish the letter.

Jenny had noticed a different behavior in Bernard from the moment that Angela had become her friend. This letter was the proof of something she had expected her husband to do within their cooled marriage. However, the fact that Angela was involved caused her grief and made her upset.

'I need to hold this against him.'

She put back the papers in the drawer. She didn't place the envelope and letter back where she had found it. The stack of paper followed. With a loud bang, the drawer got in place. It didn't really matter anymore, now that Jenny was aware about the affair going on between Bernard and Angela.

She turned off the lights and went out of the room. With the envelope in her hands she walked to her dressing room, slid open the drawer to her panties and shove it under some at the back of the drawer. His secret had now become her secret and when the time was there, she would not hesitate to pull this rabbit out of its hat.

Jenny went over to her bedroom and sat at her makeup table. Disappointed with her girlfriend this was clearly a moment that would become a turning point in her life. Bernard had a secret for her. Angela had one. Karen had only told her at the last moment that she had to go away with her husband because of his job. Jenny had lost trust in mankind. She stopped opening herself for another. Not only that, she would also become a person that most others would dislike. It didn't matter to her. This was her live and others shouldn't mess it up like they did. Bernard had earlier gone too far as he had hit her. She would not invite Angela anymore. She would tolerate her input as art-sister, but where possible she would ignore her.

"Damn it, what a life do I have? No one to trust. No future ahead." She shouted to the mirror in front of her.

The sobbing started and with a headache rising she thought, 'It's all so hollow and empty.'

Jenny sat for an hour before tidying herself up. Only living her way would help her. She would have to make more of her own world. Living it alone. That started off with her clothes. She had dressed as one would expect a director's wife to do. But that wasn't her. It was not the real Jenny. To live for real, one must wear what is real and with that in mind she combed her hair, put on some new makeup and put on another dress that fitted better. Ready she was and with new posture, she left the house for a drink and dance at one of the many bars.




— ♦ —


At this time of the evening the bar was half full. Enough places to sit down and eat something. The bar was more filled. Several men looked up as Jenny came in. A bar stool in the middle was available and Jenny wanted to sit where she could expect some action. Sitting at a table on her own was not what she wanted at this moment. She sat down next to an average-looking man, who had not looked up when entering.

She ordered a drink and noticed that the normal murmur of a bar returned. The man to her right smelled of sweat. Not worth her attention. The man on her left had turned towards her and he brought a smile to his face.

"Hi, I remember you." Was all he said.

"Uh, help me out."

"Martin. Martin Rimouski. We've seen each other at an opening of a building. I had some of my paintings hanging there."

"I've been at many openings. You do have a face I recognize, but I do see a lot of people."

"I had four paintings hanging at that place. I think the building was build by Bowers Builders. I do remember the views from that building were great. Either fifth or sixth floor we were at. A number of high class people were invited. I saw you with some other ladies. One of them had a lot of interest in me."

"So, that still doesn't help me."

"I think that if I mention Angela, you know who I mean."

Jenny wanted to go away as she didn't want to discuss Angela with someone she hardly seemed to know. She thought about it shortly and knew that at home was nothing more to give her distraction. She might as well go for it.

"Yes, I know an Angela and I do recall an opening where she left with a man. I take it that was you."

Jenny stretched out her hand.

"Jenny Wilson, pleased to meet you."

On purpose she had mentioned her maiden name as she wanted to be disconnected as much from Bernard at this moment as possible.

Martin had a grin on his face while he shook the hand.

"I don't want to burden you too much with that Angela, but she was not at all what I expected."

"Could you really expect something from a person who you hardly knew?"

"Ouch, you're right. I had not seen her before. However, I was raised to belief a person to be genuine at hart."

Martin drank some while Jenny just waited for her drink to come.

"That was stupid of me, and by then I should have learned already that one can't always trust another person."

"So how much time did it take you to draw that conclusion?" Jenny asked.

"Thirty years or so. I still make mistakes at that. Even now, why would I trust you and tell you some of my personal things?"

"Tell you what. It took me twenty-three years. Only today I came to that conclusion. So it is fresh of the press."

"What? You mean, you have learned that today?" Martin asked.

"Yes. I do know Angela. I have to admit that I thought that I knew her. She has really broke the trust I had in her today."

"Sure that we are talking about the same Angela? The Angela with the deep green eyes?"

"The person I think about has the same characteristics that you now mention. To be clear. Her last name is Tipping."

"To be honest, I can't remember that she mentioned her last name to me. We'll get to that later. Why had she broken your trust in her?" Martin asked.

"To private for me at this moment. Let's just say that she did. What happened to you?"

"We were at the opening and she was enthusiastic about the art that I had selected. She wanted to see the other works that I have in my gallery or shop. So we met a few days later. She drifted from one room to the other. In the mean time she pretended to be very knowledgeable."

Jenny had a hard time to keep her face in the same way as some moments ago. Martin was indeed talking about the Angela that she knew. She also knew that Angela had borrowed a painting and good art-sister as she was, she had vanished after that. Apparently Martin had not seen her since.

"So what happened next?"

Martin gazed in front of him. He was most likely digesting the actions that took place again and was having a hard time at it.

"Basically nothing. I felt something for her and, yes I'm a man, her looks. I offered her a painting to try at her house. She would return it later. However I haven't seen or heard from her since. She seems to have moved to another city or so. Don't know how and when she did that. I have asked around, but she left no trail. Maybe you can help me out? Have you seen her today?"

"Martin, can you describe that work that she took with her?"

"It wasn't all that big, but the artist was rising at that moment. Now the painting is worth at least twice what it was back then, so it is in demand. I just want the painting back. I'm mad with myself how easily I was fooled by her."

He finished his drink and ordered some more for both of them.

"Is it a painting with a woman in blue?"

Martin opened his eyes wide and could only explain, "Yes, that's it."

He looked at her, directly into her eyes.

"What do you know about it, tell me everything about the Angela that you know?" He asked.

Now it was Jenny's time to speak out what had been hidden for others. She needed to be careful with the words she chose.

"My Angela is the same as your Angela. She is no angel at all. She had stolen the work from you and I have bought it from her. I collect art in the name of my husband. Now she has set me up as she seems to have an affair with him."

"With whom?"

"Don't play dumb, my husband of course. I hate her for that, as I thought I could trust her. Now she tries to ingest him and she sold me a stolen painting."

Martin could see that Jenny was having a hard time with that knowledge.

"And that is what you learned today?"

"She's been my friend for the last two years. But it has to stop. It has stopped. I want to turn my anger towards her. Use the power of it to get her on her knees."

"Oh, I would very much help you with that. You'll give me back my painting and I will not go to the police as you have a stolen work in your house. Let's work on this together."

Jenny had learned today not to trust anyone, but once again she fell for the words that were soothing to her.

"I think that I have to trust you on this. I would very much like us to work in a team and destroy Angela." He added to push more on her decision.

Jenny took her glass, swirled the liquid around, took a sip.

"Destroying is too much for me, but I sure want to make her live more miserable than mine. Do you have anything in mind?"

"I want my painting back, you have lost your husband to her. I think that we might be able to bring all together. That would shut her down for a while." Martin said.

"OK, that seems doable. I take it I have to bring the painting, invite her?" Jenny asked.

"What will you do?" She added to the question.

"I will come in and collect the work. I will make her pay for the painting. You will hold her responsible and call the police at that very moment."

"Sounds like a plan to me."

They took another drink and discussed the plan in more detail.

They were the last to leave the bar.




— ♦ —


"Angela, how good of you to come that quickly to me. Come on in and drink some wine with me." Jenny held open the door for her art-sister.

"For wine I always fly. Anything to celebrate?" Angela replied.

Jenny put much effort in controlling herself and not hit Angela that instant as she knew there was nothing to be happy about. 

"We'll see. Did you have a good day yesterday?" Jenny asked.

Angela sat upright on the kitchen chair. This was not the normal question for Jenny to ask. Either it was pure business or it was connected to an item they both had discussed earlier on.

Jenny waited for an answer while pouring the wine.

"Well?"

"It was OK. Maybe you remember that I met someone last week. I have been seeing him regularly since then. However, yesterday, I didn't spend too much time with this man as he was not all that much fun anymore to be with."

"A pity to hear. I though that I noticed you two being quite close on the party last Saturday."

"True, that was then. We did have a lovely time. I don't know what caused it, but when I came by his house yesterday, he seemed to have forgotten about the party."

"Oh, why is that?"

"He didn't make any remarks, nor hints towards the great night that followed after the party."

"Remarkable, most of the times I hear you that the men that you encounter want to see you more. At least one other time."

"Yeah, I wasn't myself yesterday. Maybe not sensual enough. I don't know."

"Strange, pity to hear that. Most of the time you come back after such a night with things that we better not discuss now. Most of the men seem to like you very much."

Angela looked at Jenny while taking a sip.

"Is this why you called me to come over?"

"It is about the men you select to become more acquainted with."

"What do you mean with that? Is it not as an art-sister that you tell me which men to follow or get in contact with?" Angela asked cautiously.

Jenny knew that was true as well. She was responsible for the larger part.

"True, but next to that you seem to have more contacts than those names you get from me."

Jenny eyed Angela straight without blinking her lids.

"So, I'm a free woman, with a lot of interests. It's up to me I would say how to deal with that in my spare time."

"I'll give you that, but what you seem to forget is that some men at connected to women that don't like your interests."

"I can't follow you. What are you talking about?"

"That there are women that don't like it you are in contact with their friend or husband." Jenny didn't want to go to her own situation yet.

"Why are you so upset with that fact, all of a sudden? I've been doing this for at least the last year and now you seem to be angry about it."

"Oh, sure I'm angry. I hadn't expected this to happen to me, but you've crossed a line and I want you to stop that." Jenny said.

"I can't follow you. What is going on?"

"Don't be that naïve. I know for a fact that you are sleeping with Bernard."

Angela put her hands on the table and pushed her face over the table towards Jenny.

"Ah, and what so bad about that? You don't seem to give him much attention."

"I give him enough. And you sure have giving him enough. You stop that. I'm his wife. I'm married to him."

Jenny couldn't understand why she was so mild on Angela. Nor could she truly understand why she wanted to understand Angela that she wanted to argue on Bernard. The man that neglected and hit her. For what purpose.

=====

"So you are his wife. I understand that fully, but what amazes me is that you make such a fuss about it while you yourself have said horrible things about him."

"Now you shut up. I have my own reasons to say and do what I want now. I tell you, let my husband go as he belongs to me."

With a shiver, Jenny noticed how strong she said that. It dawned on her. When she moved Angela away from Bernard, he would feel miserable as well. Just what she wanted. Hit him indirect. Via his lover that would be no longer there for him.

"And what if I will not do that?"

"Totally up to you. I just gave you a warning."

Jenny looked at Angela, to emphasize she meant it.

"I want you to meet someone that you are already familiar with." Jenny added.

Angela had dropped her head. Most likely to get it all in.

Martin entered the room.

Angela looked up and once she had seen him, she stared directly at Jenny.

"What's going on here?" Angela asked.

"I ran into Jenny and we noticed that you're an acquaintance of both of us. You surely remember that we have seen each other earlier, and I wanted to see and speak to you as the way you left me last time has caused me a lot of headaches."

"What a shame for you, you make me sick. I'm going now."

Angela stood up.

"You do no such thing. You stay here and hear me out."

Martin held her elbow and with his other hand he pushed her back on the chair she had been sitting on.

"Hey, don't touch me."

"Oh, I don't know why not? Last time we saw each other, you didn't mind me doing such a thing at all. I take it you remember that I lent you something. I want you to return it."

"Don't know what you are talking about." Angela said too quickly.

"The painting. Not that big, but it was large enough for you to get it with you as soon as you could. Where is it?"

"Angela, you'd better say it. You are not amongst friends here." Jenny added.

"I don't have to take orders from neither of you. I don't know about a painting. I have no clue what to return." Angela said.

"Better stop lying. You know damned well what I'm talking about. Where is the work?"

Martin stepped closer and leaned in on Angela. His face nearly touching hers.

Instinctively Angela pulled her head back. There was no room for that resulting her in seeing him far too close than wanting.

Martin's face flushed of anger. His right hand turned into a fist.

Jenny had been looking at the two from a smaller distance. Martin's fist strongly reminded her of the times that Bernard was after her. She could not see it.

"Stop it, Martin. This is enough."

Martin's grip on Angela tightened while his head turned towards Jenny.

"She got the painting, I'm pressing upon her to return it and you tell me to stop? I don't think so."

"Violence is not the way. Angela knows what you want, don't you?" Jenny asked while looking intensely at her art-sister.

"Uh, there comes a square thing to mind. It could be a painting. Can't recall that I lent it from you."

Angela just tried it.

"I think you gave it to me." She shot at the neck of Martin.

The fist flew in the side of Angela's face. Her head turned off the force and only within second she had a bleeding nose.

Martin finished his anger by saying, "I certainly didn't do that."

He let go of Angela now the adrenaline went down.

Angela turned her head back to him. Next to Jenny.

"You both have been setting this up, haven't you? I see that my end as an art-sister has come to an end. Martin, you most likely have no clue what I mean with that, but I did get the painting from you as it was an order from her." Angela said while pointing to Jenny.

Martin straightened up, and he flushed again.

"So you have basically used me to get even on Angela. Women, all the same. I've had it with you. Jenny you return that painting within a week. Angela, I never want to see you again."

Martin left the room in a rage.

Angela bent forward with her hands over her face. The bleeding didn't stop and once she removed them drops fell on the floor.

"Leave now. You have ruined my live. I thought I could trust you. You got intimate with Bernard. That will stop from now on. Let the blood be a warning for what might come if you don't. Now leave. I don't want to see you ever again." Jenny shouted.






Arthur in trouble

"Monsieur Caron, I asked you why it has taken so long before you reported the death of the man." The sergeant asked Arthur while they were still near the cars at the edge of the field.

"Yes, I heard you. I'm still a bit in shock of what I have encountered today. I hope you understand that much." He replied.

"Sure, still I want your answer on it."

Arthur looked around to gain time as much as possible.

"I went here to see, in what way the new building has to be interconnected with the surroundings. I came and walked around to view from various angles this plot. It helps me to make artist impressions."

"So, what's next?"

"Hold on, I walked to the far right over there."

Arthur turned, and as slow as possible he extended his index finger to the area he meant.

"Next to the other side to the bushes we just came back from. I was dirty as I had been stepping in mud pools. I even fell once, because I slipped. I dragged on and in the bushes I found this just buried, uh, object."

"And then you just went back?"

"Yes, as said I was covered with mud and there is no phone in the area. I drove back and cleaned myself. I really had to digest the image that was still on my mind. Mind you, I've never thought that I would ever encounter anything like this. Next called the station to report what I found."

"All real touchy that you cleaned yourself. I think there is more to it. A police car will bring you home. Don't leave town while we are investigating."

"Thank you, I sure hope that I helped you."

"No, you hardly have. Keep thinking why it took you so long. Think about every step you made."

The drive back to the hotel was without conversation.

Arthur's mind raced.

'How am I supposed to answer the question of the sergeant? I'm sure I wasn't the one that killed the object. How am I proofing that?'

'Who could be there and had the nerve to kill a person?'

'Bernard? Could he be there earlier? He has been acting awkward the times I have spoken to him.'

Especially when we were nearing the bushes.

A constable opened the car door as it had no handles on the inside. Arthur left without even looking at him.

A bell boy held open the door, looked at Arthur as if he wanted to say something, but let it pass.

'All the better to discuss this with no one else.' Arthur thought.

In his room, he went over the last events that had taken place.

Bernard being arrested, Mary gone. His booklet gone with her. The booklet that has not only stock analysis figures in it but also his own calculations of needed material for the new Bowers building. Blue prints that were accepted. His wife, Nora, being so mean that she had sent him the door. Arthur came to the conclusion that he had been carried away with other people's problems and he had neglected himself to maximum level. He had to stop this. He had to make a change in his life. He was now on his own, so he would make all decisions himself. One of them being that he would not be the one that one easily stepped over.

Once the decision was made, it felt easy on him what to do with the open issues. His wife, she would be a former wife. Mary, a pity but she had not been all too nice for him in the end. The booklet was still something to go for.






Who to trust

The vault was open. Bernard stood in front of it and looked at the bars of gold that lay there. He could barely see them as there was only one light burning in his study. Under them was paper. Neatly stacked. He knew what was there. His contract with the company, contracts for purchases of his house, the apartment in Toronto, the car and some other. There was also his will, which he knew would devastate some close ones and especially Jenny. He would leave her with no more than the apartment. Nothing more. That would be enough for her. She had shown no love anymore since ten years. It was also that long ago that he had changed his will. His stock in his company would be shared amongst the current board and some staff members. In the last ten years he bought bonds of Metro, the new metropolitan corporation that would introduce and expand infrastructure, water, sewer services in Toronto and its surroundings. They were expanding like crazy and Bernard had the idea that the money was save as the total project was backed by the city counsel. He had no specific goal in his mind buying the bonds on the New York money markets. Only that his personal wealth would grow over the years. Hardly anyone would know it, nor see it. The bars in the vault would help expand the number of bonds.

He touched the gold in the vault he knew he had not gotten regularly. He didn't have a problem with that. He only had to transform the gold in bonds. He needed the middle men to reduce his name and more important his face to be known as the bond buying man. His liaison in Toronto had received several bars already and sold those and bought bundles of bonds. These were in his vault in the apartment in Toronto. Basically, that was his only reason to keep the small space. Big enough to sleep from time to time and receive some guests. It always made Bernard grin when he had friends over at his apartment knowing that there was so much paper stored with it was easy to buy a complete apartment building.

Using the money to save his company had never occurred to Bernard. Those were two separate things. In his early career years he already learned to keep business and private apart from each other. No problem there.

Bernard closed the vault. Made sure that it was locked. He went over to the kitchen to get something to drink.

The table was littered with wine glasses. He knew they were of Jenny and her friends. He hated it when they left a mess. Not his job to clean it, he thought. Still, he looked at the table as there was something that had attracted his eyes. It had crept in his subconscious. He had to look three times before he noticed a notebook. He had never seen it. Didn't seem familiar. He picked it up and took it with a drink back to his study.

Sitting in his armchair he drank some and opened the notebook. Its interior was faintly familiar. He flipped through it, checked the back side. Bernard even smelled at it. No recollection. He let it fall open at the last most used page. Numbers and some scribbled words. He took the booklet more in the light to get more contrast. Was it real? Was this not the handwriting from a person he knew? Where had he seen the same type of four? The figure was written in a particular way. Bernard tilted his head, closed his eyes and tried to recollect in his mind how his colleagues would write a four. A blue drawing came to mind. Not one prepared at the office. By someone else. Now he knew, he had seen the irregular formatted four on the blueprint of the new Bowers Building. The majority of the drawing and writings on the print were Arthur's. Was the booklet from Arthur?

What had a booklet with only figures and some curious scribblings to do in his kitchen? Had it been brought in by one of the friends of Jenny? Must have.

Bernard went over the booklet another time and tried to figure out more of the letters. It could be dates and stock abbreviations. He checked some other pages. Yes, they were roughly the same. Three letters for a stock, a date and a figure that could be the value of the stock at the mentioned date. All nice but why would the booklet now be in his hands. He flipped another time through it and noted that there were some pages not in the same style. Trying to read one of those pages revealed only numbers, measurements as meters and centimeters were mentioned. Two letters at each bottom of the different pages. BB it noted. Bernard knew of course those where his initials, but what else? Bowers Building. Yes, that must be it. It must be figures belonging to the blueprint of the new building. He tried to read the smaller numbers and came to the conclusion that some figures belonged to codes on the blueprint. 

Could it be that figures were different on the blueprint, and these were just another set?

He took the notebook to his desk and unfolded the blueprint of the new building. AR20 on the blueprint had number 342cm. In the booklet it was 324 cm. In the booklet all heights where lower than on the blueprint. Was there something wrong with the blueprint or even the building?

Bernard called Arthur and asked him to come to his office the next morning.

Once done, he sat down with the booklet in his hand. Basically, just waiting for it to untangle the mystery it held, at least to him.




— ♦ —


Employees looked shily at Bernard when he entered the office the next day. Sure the majority had seen the police coming in and that he left with them after some time. Those not in the office were informed by the ones that knew some facts and introduced some of there own ideas.

After an hour of going through the paperwork of the day and of previous days, his secretary stated that Arthur had come in and would be there soon.

"Here we are again. Odd how life takes place. Anyhow, thanks that you are here. What happened in between from your side?" Bernard started.

"I would say enough, but you will have to take my word for it, as you can't really see it. We have been working on the blueprint and discussed it with the construction workers. They understand now where to start."

Bernard follow up on it by asking, "Have you got an approval from city counsel?"

"Uh, yes."

"Good, good. That means that we can start early. There is however one thing that I want to discuss with you. One moment." Bernard said.

Arthur drank some of his coffee while Bernard stood up bended near one cupboard and opened it. From the looks of it, he took out a smaller package.

"Have you ever seen this?" Bernard turned and held up the booklet.

Arthur had trouble putting his cup down without a shake. In an instant he recognized his booklet. How was it possible that Bernard had it in his hand?

He got his posture back. Did as if he picked up a hair from his pants. Looked up to Bernard, the booklet and back.

"Yes, I see that and I wonder why you have it as it is mine. Can I have it back?"

"Return it, without understanding what it is? I don't think so. Tell me, what is it?" Bernard asked.

"A dear thing to me, most likely of no value to you. Can I have it back?" Arthur tried again.

"If you want it back that badly, there is value in it for me. What will it be Arthur? You tell me what it is or you tell me what it's worth."

"Don't do this to me, Bernard. I thought I came here to check some last items on the blueprint and discuss the way forward. Now it seems that you are blackmailing me about some papers connected with some glue and a hardcover. Just hand it over and let's talk about the new building and the options."

Bernard stood up again. He walked to Arthur, who remained seated. Bernard held the back of the chair and one hand on his desk. He bended over and his face nearly touched Arthur's.

"Don't fool around. The booklet is more worth than one can see from the outside. Why?"

Bernard eyes didn't blink. He stared straight in Arthur's eyes. No movement followed.

"Give me some breathing space, will you? Than I'll tell you about it."

Arthur noticed that Bernard let go of the chair as he balanced more forward. Slowly the large man stood up straight again. His face still pointed at Arthur.

"Ok, now, you most likely have looked inside, haven't you?"

A small nod was the response.

"What you have seen where prices of stock throughout a longer period. It will help me buy and sell stock at the correct time. Now, you can give my booklet back."

"I've seen those, those were quite obvious. What about the other with measurements noted down near the end?"

"O, those are minor details on a building I'm designing." Arthur said without lying.

"There is more to it. I feel it. You are too swift with your answer. What are they?"

"Just, as I said, details."

Bernard wasn't in the mood to play games. His right hand made a half circle from left to right and hit Arthur's nose with the back of his hand.

"Merde. T'es fou, toi? What is it with you? Your hands are too loose, give me my booklet and I go. Bordel de merde. Because of you I'm bleeding."

"Your own fault. Just tell me."

Arthur thought the better of it and jumped out of his chair, and ran out of the office. The only words he could hear were, "I will find you."




— ♦ —


Standing in the kitchen, leaning against the table, Bernard waited for Jenny. He was there now for more than half an hour, but he just knew that she would come in soon. He had Arthur's booklet in his hands. As he had found it in the kitchen he had made himself the owner of it, but he knew he had found it, was due to Jenny.

The door opened, Jenny stepped in and once she saw Bernard, froze in her walking.

"I hadn't expected you here. Good morning to you." Jenny started pleasantly.

"No, but I've been waiting for you and I have a question for you." He held up the booklet.

He noticed that Jenny focused directly at it.

She knew the subject. Came even closer to have a better look at it.

"So you have it. I left it here so I could look at it later. What is it?" She questioned.

"I think it is up to me to ask you what it is. I've looked through it. Some of it is traceable, but there are a number of pages that are not familiar at all to me."

"How can any of it be familiar to you, it's not even yours?"

"Why do you say that, it could very well be mine for a couple of years?" Bernard replied.

"I would have noticed it earlier either here or in your study."

"What do you say? Are you in my study frequently?"

"As a matter of fact, yes I am as I open the door for the cleaning and later to check if it is done well enough. I must add that I hate it to be there."

Bernard let go of the table he stood against. He walked up to Jenny.

"And what do you hate about it then?"

"It is really a man's hole. Books, the smell of your cigars. The dim light that can't come in the far corners and the fact that you have not been nice to me in there."

"Are you still walking around with that, it was nothing."

Bernard shut up, as he knew that they were going in an unwanted direction.

"That aside, I asked you what you know about this booklet?" Bernard asked.

"Hardly anything. I got it from Angela who had gotten it from the brother of Mary. He had told her that he couldn't make anything of the spaghetti words. That's what he told her. Angela couldn't either and wanted me to have a look at it."

"And did you have a look at it, was anything familiar to you?"

"I noticed some abbreviations that resembled some stocks that you talked about years ago. That was it basically."

"You should have come to me with it. Right after you understood a bit of the content."

"Why would I?"

"Because I'm the man who knows about this. And because I'm your husband."

Jenny felt the angriness coming up in Bernard. She understood that this would be an important step, but she did it anyway.

"Husband? You're far from that, you are the man that I married. The man that has neglected me for the last years, to be more precise, the last ten years."

"Neglected, what are you talking about. I got you this house, You have the clothes you want, your own car. You can go where you want to. Isn't that enough?"

"Those are all material things. You just don't understand anything of it."

"What don't I understand?"

"See, you can't even remember it."

Bernard came closer. Jenny stepped backwards.

Jenny knew that she had heated his internal fire herself. Now she had to finish it. Still fear made her perform the backward steps.

"What can't I remember?"

"Even with some time to recollect your memory, you are not able to regain the feeling and warmth that you could spread."

"I've not changed." His voice grew.

"I've only changed my work ethic, further I'm still the same. Are you out of your mind?"

Bernard was now close enough to touch her. He couldn't just touch her. There was more. It was his anger that made him push harder than he wanted. He gave her a push against her shoulder. 

Jenny understood where the anger came from and how impulsive Bernard could react, but this was a real quick switch. Her physics didn't have to understand it. They were working hard to regain her balance. Jenny stepped back quickly smaller steps, tripped over. Fell. Her arms swinging around to grab anything that would make the fall not happening or soften it. She couldn't manage it, her head fell backwards against the counter. Jenny's body dropped to the floor, her head slowly sliding downwards against a cupboard leaving a smear of blood that came gusting out of the back of her head.

Bernard froze, he knew he had terrible tempers. He had recalled the feeling from a number of times now. He just stood there bewildered looking at his wife that lay with her body on the ground and her head against the cupboard while blood streamed out of it.

"No, no, what have I done? Jenny, say something."

Bernard kneeled next to her. He pushed her up and held her against him. 

'You idiot, why did you had to make those steps while I was hardly touching you.' He thought.

He instantly knew she was dead. No tears welled up, there just weren't any.

He sat there for some time. Softly he lay Jenny down in her own pool. Stood up and went over to the phone in his study.

"Operator, I need an ambulance at my house, there is someone here bleeding profoundly."

Once called, he slumped in one of the chairs. He went over the things that happened lately. Nothing to be proud of. No new things to live for.

Bernard heard a sirene coming. He understood that he had digged his own grave. 



— The End —






About the Author

Steve Alink has written technical books on software. As he liked the writing so much he wrote a novella (1-Way Ticket to Mars) and now Driven by Gold. His fiction writing started at the young age of 52. He writes were ever he likes at every hour of the day. Steve and his wife live in one of the smallest villages in The Netherlands. You can visit him online at his own website (www.stevealink.com).






— ♦ —


Find Steve Alink via social media:

Twitter: https://twitter.com/duketowneu

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/steve.alink/

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/steve.alink



His ebooks are available via:

https://www.kobo.com/en/en/search?query=%22steve+alink%22






Also by Steve Alink

There is much at stake for all attendees. More than 10K persons try to get a seat on the new Project 1 alternative. The way to Mars, but it is one way only. A large group fantasize about life on Mars. What would it be like? However, to be a part of the team to head out, a tough training plan is to be followed. Olmer, Jess surely doesn’t want to become dropouts. There are only a few seats available, many selection rounds follow. With only 40 people on board the spaceship, that form a new family, both boredom and technical problems occur in their 9-month journey. Overcoming several issues, there is more to learn when arriving at Mars. What will they find? Did earlier NASA trips give enough information? Is there more on that far away, planet?






cover.png
(S
Advance Reader Copy

Steve Alink





