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​Twenty-Six Years Ago

[image: ]




“Hi, Mitch.” It’s Frank, his solid frame leaning back against the bar. “How’re you doing?”

“Hi, Frank,” she smiles then pulls a face. “I can't hang around I'm afraid. I only popped in to pick up a couple of things.”

Angelo pops up from behind the bar, holding up a carrier bag; gold and green with an expensive designer logo. “This the one?”

“That’s right. I’ll take that one with me. Can you let me see the others too.” Angelo passes Mitch’s collection of bags across the bar and she squats on her haunches to sort through them.

“Going away for Christmas?” asks Frank. “Visiting family, I suppose?”

“Yes and No. Yes, I’m going away, but not to visit family.” She smiles brightly up at him. “Larry's taking me away somewhere.”

“Oh!” Hands in pockets, Frank rocks on his heels. “Larry? He didn't mention anything to me.”

“It all happened quite suddenly last night. He's picking me up this afternoon.”

“Where are you going?”

“No idea. He says it’s a surprise.”

Frank rubs at a temple, then paints on a smile. “Well, good luck, Mitch. Have a great Christmas. You're landing on your feet there.”

Mitch, holding up a silk blouse for inspection, pauses, looks at him. “How do you mean?”

“Well, he’s rich, isn’t he. And... I mean, I know Larry’s a bit of a cold fish sometimes, but his heart's in the right place.”

She swings her head slowly, brow creasing.

“You know...” says Frank. “... with the kind of money he's spending on that Blessingmoors shelter.”

Her eyes widen. “Blessingmoors? That place they were talking about in the papers? It's Larry doing that?”

“Sure. It’s him. I mean, philanthropist or what?” He jolts back at her expression. “Whoops.... Let the cat out of the bag, have I?”

Mitch blinks hard. “He never told me anything like that. He just said he's a travelling businessman.”

Frank purses his mouth. “Likes to keep his life under a bushel, doesn’t he.  As for the travelling... I think he might be thinking of doing less of it. He's had me showing him apartments in the City recently, as though he’s thinking of settling.”

Mitch just stares at him. He kisses her cheek. “Have a great Christmas, Mitch. Don’t forget to come back, eh?”

“Um, yes.” She checks her watch. “I’ve got to go.” Mitch gathers up her collection of bags and, with a wave back, leaves.

Frank slumps forward on the bar, leaning on his elbows.

Angelo wipes the counter. “You okay?”

“Yeah... No.... No, not really.” He swipes a hand back through his hair. “Feeling pissed if I’m honest.”

Angelo takes a bottle of malt from the top shelves, holding it up with a questioning glance.

“Yes, I will I think.”

The barman pours a measure, making it a generous one. “Why don't you make a play for her yourself?”

“How do I compete with that? I mean, you can't blame her, can you? It's the chance of a lifetime for a girl like her.”

With twenty years behind him in his work, Angelo knows better than to answer such a question.

*****
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​​​Klempner - Twenty-Six Years Ago
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After a morning of making arrangements, greasing of palms and more fun that I can ever remember having, I throw clothes into a case.

Passport...

Ticket....

Credit and debit cards...

Currency....

Anything else?

She’s nervous....

How...?

At the last moment, I unzip the case and pack one more item: pyjamas.

When I return to her apartment, mid-afternoon, Mitch is waiting. As I enter, her face lights up. “I wasn’t sure you were serious.”

A small suitcase sits by the door and the smile of a small child in the candy shop sits on her face. 

“So now you know. I’m serious. Ready?”

“Abso-lutely.”

I nod her out. “Taxi’s waiting.”

*****
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My fingers numb, I hold the umbrella over her. Sleet spits down from lowering cloud. It’s a miserable day, threatening all the chill and gloom of mid-winter with none of the compensations. The wind is slight, but it bites at ears and fingertips. Cars splash through ice-rimmed puddles, drawing curses from unwary pedestrians.

“Where to?” asks the cabby.

“Airport.”

“Airport?” Mitch’s breath catches. “You meant it then?”

“Yes, the airport. And of course I meant it.” Then the obvious occurs to me. “You're not scared of flying, are you? I didn't have you down as the scaring kind.”

“Um, don't know. I've never flown before.”

A girl’s first time?

“I can introduce you to it then. I think you’ll enjoy it.”

She sits back in her seat wearing an unbelieving expression. In the mirror, the cabby grins at me and winks.

“Where are we going?”

Feeling insufferably smug, I say, “You'll see.”

*****
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At the airport, we have a wait of half an hour or so. Despite the offensively high prices, I want to celebrate.

“Champagne, please.”

“Coming up, sir.”

Mitch goggles. “Larry....”

“A real Christmas.” I offer my flute to hers.

Only now is that disbelieving expression fading. “A real Christmas.” She clinks her glass to mine.

The tannoy blarts its message. I stand. “That’s us. Gate 42. Drink up.”

“Where are we going? Where?” Squealing, she snatches at my travel bag, tugging it away from me, then riffles through before pulling out airline tickets. “Stockholm? We’re going to Stockholm for snow?” Her eyes are wide, brilliant with delight.

“No. You'll see.” I'm feeling indecently pleased with myself.

“But....” She frowns, looking down at the tickets.

“We’re going through Stockholm.”

“Then where?”

“You’ll see.”

*****
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“First class? We’re travelling first class?”

“Yes, we’re travelling first class. Keep walking. You’re blocking the aisle.”

She’s never flown....

“Do you want the aisle seat, then you don’t have to see out?”

Mitch is almost bouncing. “Are you kidding? You think I’m not going to watch if I have the choice?” She pushes past me to take the window seat. Despite our being in first class, the luxury is lost on her as she sits with her nose pressed to the glass, only breaking away when the hostess taps her on the shoulder to fasten her safety belt.

The jet taxis along. Mitch doesn’t look remotely nervous. As it takes the corner onto the runway, the plane vibrates to a rising hum. She looks to me....

“About to take off. That’s the engines powering up.”

She’s on fire. “I've never had adventures before.”

“Adventures?” My smile breaks free again. “Can't say I'd thought of an air-flight like that, but if adventures are what you want, you can have them.” I nod her back to the window. “We’re about to go.”

Nothing in my life has prepared me for the simple pleasure of watching Mitch as we take off. I have flown.... How many times? I have no idea.... Hundreds certainly. But she sits there, quivering with anticipation, like those kids you see in the movies who’ve been told Santa is coming....

Does that really happen?

Does Santa really come...?

The engines rise to that scream they make, the jet rumbling down the runway. As we leap into the air, pressing back into our seats, Mitch looks to me, so briefly, her eyes sparkling, beyond delight, before she presses to the window again, watching the ground fall away. The mud-greens and dull browns of a miserable winter’s day turn to grey and blue as we ascend.

Cloud wisps around us, rushing past as we rise through a dull limbo, then with shocking suddenness, we break through to the sunshine. The blue vault opens above us and below, cushioned clouds of white, brilliant with light, recede.

So beautiful...

Never noticed that before...

She turns. “Larry....” She swallows and somehow, looks lost.

I take her hand and kiss the fingers. “A Real Christmas. Yes?”

“Yes, oh yes....” 

The trolley-dollies come by serving food and wine. As Mitch’s is placed in front of her, she sits staring at it.

“Something wrong with your meal?”

“Wrong?” Her eyes are glossy. “What could be wrong?” She sucks at her lips, then swallows. “Larry, I don’t know what to say....”

“Then don’t say anything. Enjoy your turkey.”

*****
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In Stockholm, the driver is waiting. I had no intention of trying to compete with Christmas crowds for taxis. Instead, when I booked....

... this morning....

How can it have been only this morning?

.... I simply kept upping the price until I found one who would meet us at Arrivals.

And he’s there, holding up a card: ‘Klempner’

“That’s us.” I point her towards him, then dump the two suitcases on the trolley I instructed him to have ready. Smoothly he takes the cart and points us to the main exit. “The car’s right outside, sir. Where are we going?”

“Ferry port.”

Mitch, her eyes widening. “Ferry port?”

“As I said, we’re going through Stockholm.”

Her brow creases. “So, where...?”

“Helsinki.”

“Helsinki?”

“You want snow. I’m giving you snow.”

*****
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“Tired?”

She yawns and stretches in her taxi seat. “Mmmm.... Yes. It’s been a long day.”

I lay my hand on hers. “You can doze now. When we get aboard the ferry, we’ll have a meal then you can sleep properly. It’s an overnight trip.”

“What time do we sail?”  Her relaxed air fades, replaced by suspicion.

“Around midnight. Now, sleep. Tomorrow you can enjoy the sea and we’ll pull into Helsinki around sunset.”

“I’d not realised Stockholm and Helsinki were so far apart.”

“That’s Scandinavia in mid-winter for you. The days are short. Sunset is only about three pm.”

*****
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“Oh my God,” she breathes. “It's so beautiful.” Mitch watches with that small-child-amazed look she has. “When you said it was a ferry, I expected something a lot more....”

I swallow my satisfaction. “Basic? Grungy?”

She blushes. “Mmmm, yes. But this is all glass and polished brass and....” She eyes me. “You've done this before.”

“Of course I have. You didn't think I would bring you somewhere I wasn’t sure you would like?”

“Like? It’s fantastic.”

*****
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I booked a stateroom, but I was lucky. With Christmas only days away, the luxury suites should have been fully occupied, but there was an ‘illness in the family’ cancellation and after a suitable offer to the booking clerk, which probably paid for her Christmas, I found myself at the top of the cancellation list.

And the quarters are everything I remembered, all the luxury touches: the champagne waiting as we arrive, chocolates on the pillows in those gold-foil wrappings that apparently entitle the manufacturer to charge five times the price of the contents; fresh flowers, fruit....

All of that.... stuff....

But I can give her stuff anytime. What I wanted was the view. No portholes here. Up on the eleventh deck, we look down on the ship and out over the sea. It’s late, pitch-black outside save for the ship's lights and a pale glimmer of water. But I know what I want to see tomorrow.

What I want her to see tomorrow....

Mitch eyes the double-bed speculatively. “I promised you no strings,” I say. “But I’d like to sleep next to you. Is that all right?”

Her smile blossoms. “Yes, that’s fine.” She nods to the bathroom. “I’ll just clean my teeth.”

And as she steps out again, I laugh. She’s wearing pyjamas too, a pale green flannel with a butterfly pattern, and a pair of green fur-lined slippers, again decorated with small embroidered butterflies.

She blushes. “Hope you don’t mind. I thought PJs would be....”

“Not at all. I had the same thought” I hold up my striped offering for inspection.

“Very elegant,” she says gravely. “A genuine sartorial statement.”

In the bed, I roll her into my arms, but I don't try to touch her.

“Larry?” Uncertainty crackles in her voice.

“Mmm?”

“I really thought you would want to....”

I pull her close, kiss her forehead. “I do. But more than that, I want you to want it too. Now go to sleep.”

She stirs but doesn’t reply. After a while, her breathing slows and becomes steady.

*****
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​​​James
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“How about an evening at the Club?”

Michael casts a speculative eye at Charlotte, who grins broadly.

Ever ready....

*****
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It’s still early as we arrive, and most people are still at the socializing stage of the evening.

“Hi, Michael...”

He waves to a dainty blonde by the bar. “Hi, Abi. How’s it going?” She turns big brown eyes onto him.

“Great Michael, Doing good.”

Charlotte hooks his arm to chat with Michael’s old friend Chloe and the guy she’s with....

Do I know him?

Don’t think so....

..... catching up on gossip.

Small talk....

Something flags at the corner of my eye: Borje Helloing me from across the floor....

Probably looking for an invitation to meet Charlotte again....

Let him down gently....

I nudge Michael on the elbow, then wander across, glass in hand, moving slowly to take some of the ache from my leg....

Cold, damp weather....

Fucking lousy winters...

A voice from the side. “Hello, James.” 

I nod... “Marcie...”... and keep walking.

Her over-made face twists from some version of a winning smile to a scowl as I cruise by, the wind in my sails.

A smile flirts around Borje’s mouth as I arrive. “James, good to see you. How’s it hanging?”

Given the venue, doubtless he thinks his choice of phrase is cute....

Borje nods to where Marcie is circling, looking for another unwary swimmer. “I see you still have a fan club there.” 

I grimace. “Not if she were the last woman on earth....” He grins. “.... It’ll be Michael next, just watch.”

“I am watching.” Amusement glints in his eye. Sure enough, she’s heading for Michael who is determinedly not noticing her. “What are her chances?”

“Zero. Michael’s married now. To Charlotte.”

Borje’s eyes widen, then he tilts his glass to them. “Lucky man.” He sucks at his teeth. “And you?”

“It’s the three of us, yes.”

He nods, absorbing that. “Any chance that....?” He nods towards Charlotte.

“No. We keep within ourselves now. Since that evening with Kris.”

He winces. “Don’t blame you. I thought I was going to be locked up after that.” Then, with a smile, “A man can dream.”

Who doesn’t?

“Nothing personal.”

“You don’t mind if I...?”

“Not at all. I’m sure she’d be pleased to see you.” I knock back the remains of my drink. “Got to go.”

“Of course. I’ll be sure to call by and say hello to the delectable Charlotte.”

I re-join Michael and Charlotte to find them talking to, of all people, Kirstie.

What’s brought her here again?

Useful though...

Get to know her socially....

Wonder if that Dom of hers is here?

I scan the room but don’t see him. “Hello, Kirstie. I didn’t know you were here.”

“Hello, Mr Alexanders....” She has a wide-eyed look about her....

Something happened?

I touch her shoulder. “Kirstie, we discussed this before. We’re not at work now. It’s James....”

“Hello, James.” She smiles widely. On her strong-featured, rather austere face, the expression is rather becoming. “Michael here was just telling me how you saved Charlotte’s life....” 

Oh, crap....

Him and his freakin’ great mouth....

“I thought we agreed not to advertise that,” I mumble sidelong.

Michael is unapologetic. “We agreed not to advertise it unnecessarily. Sometimes it is appropriate.”

“Like when?”

“Like when Marcie gets disparaging about my best friend and risks my wife punching her teeth out.”

?

“Have I missed something?”

But no-one replies. Kirstie’s face suddenly lights up....

You’re a beautiful woman when you do that....

Michael’s gaze follows hers. “He’s here then?”

She’s flushing. “Sorry?”

“No woman smiles like that at the arrival of a random stranger.” 

Michael’s right. Kirstie has the light of love in her eyes. But she looks awkward at his words.

Embarrassed?

She was seeing Ben....

Michael speaks softly. “Kirstie, it’s alright. Ben’s a good man, even if it doesn’t look that way to you right now....

Hmmm...

“.... but he’s not the right man for you.”

It doesn’t seem to calm her down. Her eyes are glossing. But now, at the far side of the room I see....

What the hell is he called?

.... Ryan standing by the door, scanning the crowd.

“Want to introduce us properly to your friend?” I say. “In a situation where we’ll talk about something other than cooling systems.”

Kirstie flashes eyes at me then crosses the room to greet Ryan. The expression she wears is nothing like the one she wore for Ben....

Devotion?

Infatuation?

Passion....

Michael is watching too. “If that’s not love,” he murmurs, “I don’t know what it looks like.” He blows air and takes a mouthful of his drink. “I don’t think Ben was ever in with a chance.”

No....

The pair meet in the middle of the room, linking hands and talking before he pulls her close and gives her the kind of kiss movie stars would envy. After exchanging a few words, she nods back to us, then leads him by the hand.

Her tone is shy as she introduces him. “Um, this is Ryan.... and er, you met James earlier. This is Michael and Charlotte.”

“Please to meet you, Michael.” The two shake hands before he turns to Charlotte and gives her a light ‘social’ kiss on the cheek. “And you too, Charlotte.” Then he coils a proprietorial arm around Kirstie’s waist. “You’ve known each other long?”

I keep a straight face and Michael’s eyes briefly meet with mine.

Has she told him how we first knew each other?

Here...

“Charlotte and I only just met when I started the new job,” says Kirstie. “We don’t really know each other very well.”

I swallow a smile at her prevarication. Michael’s face is also suspiciously bland.

No, she hasn’t....

Kirstie looks at me, beseechingly....

Poor kid...

As if I’d drop her in it...

“I suspect that will change,” I say. “Charlotte doesn’t have too many female friends. Another intelligent woman might be welcome company for her? Someone to talk to.” I cast an eye to my mermaid to see how she reacts to the idea.

Charlotte sucks in her cheeks. “No question of finding an intelligent woman to be good company for a man, then?”

Wtf?

Michael scratches an eyebrow, looking perplexed. Ryan frowns. Kirstie turns away, clearly trying not to laugh.

“Have I said something amiss?” I ask.

Kirstie and Charlotte lock eyes in an ’All we girls together’ kind of look, both grinning broadly.

“What are you talking about, Charlotte?” says Michael. “We talk with you all the time.... don’t we?”

Ryan turns to Kirstie. “You’re a bright, intelligent woman. Why would I not want to talk with you?”

Her voice is dry. “Lots of men say they like intelligent women. I’ve never encountered one who, when it came to it, really felt that way.”

Ryan looks perplexed. “But I do like intelligent women....”

You and me both....

“.... It’s one of the things that I find attractive in you; that I can have a conversation with you, rather than just meaningless chit-chat and socialising.”

Kirstie arches brows. “Yes? Really? Can’t say I’ve ever been asked to get my brains out for the boys.”

Michael coughs into his drink...

Touché....

... but Charlotte creases up

Good friends for each other, those two....

Must encourage it....

Ryan is lost for words....

So much for the Dom/sub relationship....

Better give him some moral support....

I try hard to keep a straight face. But I don’t succeed. And Michael doesn’t even try.

Ryan recovers himself, taking Kirstie by the arm and steering her to one side. “Excuse me for a moment while I discipline my woman.” 

Good luck....

He mutters something to her....

She blushes beautifully....

Wonder if she’ll be sitting down tomorrow?

I turn to Charlotte. “I hope you’re ready to bear the consequences of that kind of conversation.”

Her face burns and her hands move as though to cover her backside.

Later, we have her together; naked, flushed and sweating, displayed. Michael pumps her from behind as I trail the falls of my flogger over the soft skin of her shoulders and breasts. From among the audience gathered by the viewing window, Borje watches, smiling as Charlotte’s arousal spirals.

Michael looks outward, towards the audience.

What’s he looking at?

And I notice the blonde who was making eyes at him earlier; another girl with eyes of ebony and skin of black velvet. A tall, willowy brunette stands, her head tilted as her eyes wander his body.

Then Michael curves to burrow his face into Charlotte’s glorious hair, to kiss her neck. 

*****
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​​​Klempner - Twenty-Six Years Ago
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On the way to breakfast, it occurs to me to wonder if Mitch knows what the Scandinavians like to eat.

She stares at the buffet table. “It’s raw,” she says, recoiling.

“That’s the local menu for you. A hundred variations on the theme of pickled herring...” Her normally perfect complexion has a green tinge. “... but there’s porridge, muesli, cheese, rye bread, ham, eggs. Pick something that doesn’t offend your stomach.”

She eyes the selection; the ubiquitous herring, salmon and more, in their mix of salt and dill and spices. “Maybe I’ll try a bit of it.”

Hmmm...

“Your call.”

Her mouth is working as she looks again. “Er, no. On second thoughts, maybe I’ll stick with the familiar.” And she heads for the porridge.

“Good idea, I think.”

*****
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We spend the short daylight hours touring the ship, enjoying the entertainment and enjoying the excellent onboard catering. Outside, the sea roils, dark and grey-green, ice occasionally bobbing on the waves, but here inside, it’s warm and comfortable as we stroll.

“Would you like to look at the shops?”

“Won’t they be terribly expensive?”

I shrug. “Oh, they provide plenty of opportunity to part you from your money, but I’d like to buy you a Christmas present.”

“Larry, you’ve already paid for all this.”

I pause in my stride, turning to face her. “And I’m having the best Christmas I ever had.”

She chews at a lip, her brow puckering. “What, even since you were a little boy?”

Glooms threatens me. “Especially since I was a little boy....”

The smell of whiskey....

The shouting....

Waiting and knowing that once he’d drunk enough....

.... The fist....

“Da... no....”

I shake myself out of it. “.... Yes, especially since then.”

Her lids lower, wheels turning behind eyes suddenly as dark and green as the winter sea beyond.

Change the subject....

“What would you like to do when we arrive? It won’t be too long now.”

She brightens, pearly teeth showing. “I’ve no idea. I don’t know anything about Helsinki.... or Finland for that matter.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Well, Santa lives in Lapland, doesn’t he?” she grins.

“So they say. And they celebrate him in the city. You’ll see.” I check my watch. “Come on. There’s something I want you to see.”

“Where are we going?”

“Back to the cabin.”

“But we’ll be docking soon?”

“That’s right.”

*****
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She sits cross-legged on the bed, looking out. Even in the warmth of the cabin, her arms are goosing slightly, so I take a blanket from the wardrobe, draping it around her shoulders.

“Better?”

“Mmm, yes.” She gestures to the view beyond the window, “It's so beautiful. I've never seen anything like it.”

“I booked the travel time so we would come into port around sunset.”

“You knew it would look like this?”

“Yes....” I want to nuzzle into her hair, to kiss her, but I hold back.

No strings....

“... I came through Helsinki harbour myself at this time years ago. So, I knew what to expect.” I sit beside her, passing her a glass of wine to sip as we share the astonishing vista. “I think you’d have to be made of stone not to find it beautiful...”

.... but something....

I take her hand, kiss the fingers. “I wanted to give you something as beautiful as you are.”

Her eyes, not green now, but bronze in the golden light of the sunset which streams through into the cabin, rise to meet mine, then drop.

The engines vibrate through the ship, but the noise isn’t unpleasant, a regular chug-chug that is settling, almost soothing.

The land is thickly draped in snow, but under the light of the sunset is not white. Instead, the molten gold of the sun reflects in frozen fire. We pass dwellings, built in the local style from timber and painted in pastel candy colours of pale blue, primrose and soft pink. To my eye they look ridiculous; houses built for munchkins and pixies. Little children’s wendy-huts in pink, lemon, bird blue and apple green.

But the sea....

The sea moves under wave and wind and the wash of the ferry, but the surface is a fractured jigsaw of ice. The shattered water fills eye and brain with a kaleidoscope of colour. A thousand hues which rise and fall in the wake. A million shards undulating as one, scattering the sunset as they do so.
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