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Helping hands 


Chapter 1 
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Xavier Vitcombe drives aimlessly around the city with his mind churning. He finds himself in a neighborhood that is new to him. He notices an almost empty car park servicing an area of lakeside greenery and decides, for no reason, to pull in to stretch his legs and look around.  

As soon as he steps out of his Jaguar the heat hits him. He starts to sweat almost immediately. He heard earlier on the car radio that the wave of hot weather and steady ridge of high pressure hitting the northeastern seaboard is creating near record temperatures in New York and Boston.  

He walks past the children’s playground and decides to sit on a vacant park bench overlooking the lake. 

Xavier removes his suit jacket and carefully places it on the bench to his right, taking care to ensure his wallet does not slip out of the pocket. He places himself at the center of the bench to dissuade anyone else from sitting next to him. He rolls up his sleeves and loosens his tie, undoing the top button of his white cotton shirt. 

After momentarily glancing out at the sparkling May sunshine reflecting off the dancing waves on the lake, he slumps over with his elbows on his knees with his hands either side of his face supporting his chin. He stares down at the front edge of the concrete pad that supports the bench. His tie hangs limply between his legs.  

Although his body is still, his mind buzzes back and forth through the circumstances of the previous five hours. Despite the heat, he experiences ice-cold anger with a mélange of disappointment, hate and acceptance, and fear and opportunity. An overarching bewilderment dominates. He asks himself repeatedly what did I do wrong? Where did I go wrong? The constantly recurring themes and churning emotions insulate him from any awareness of the passage of time. 

A voice interrupts his tumbling thoughts. 

“Are you alright?” 

Xavier does not bother to look up. He does not want company. He does not want to leave his building righteous anger. Without raising his gaze, he grunts, “I’m fine. Leave me alone.” 

“You don’t look fine to me.” The warm voice of the woman reflects her concern. 

“Leave me alone.” His gruff annoyance comes through in his voice. For emphasis he whines, “Please.” 

“Are you sure? You seem in need of help to me,” the woman persists as she ignores his push back. 

Xavier’s voice is sharper this time, “What part of ‘leave me alone’ can’t you understand?” 

“Okay, Okay. I hear you. For the moment.” 

Xavier feels pleased as he hears her footfalls getting fainter on the gravel pathway. His mind returns to his situation and lack of understanding as to what he will do next. His self-pity gives way to anger and then back to disillusionment. He lives totally within his own headspace. 

His churning thoughts take a moment to register the shadow and the bottle of water placed between his feet in the middle of his unfocussed stare. “Take a drink. It’s hot today and you shouldn’t get dehydrated.” 

“You back?” The disgust in Xavier’s voice is palpable. 

“Sir. I am back. You have to pull yourself together.” 

“Fuck off, will you?” 

“No need to be rude. I’d like to help you.” 

“I don’t need help. Are you stupid of something?” 

The woman checks her watch, “Here’s the thing, what I do understand is that by the most generous interpretation you are showing abnormal behavior.” 

“And you’re not?” 

The woman is not deterred, “For the last fifty-five minutes from four o’clock on a hot, sunny May afternoon, you sit not moving a muscle on a park bench wearing a dark blue business suit with your jacket by your side. Something is clearly bothering or has upset you. You look as though you need help.” 

Xavier sighs. With a note of defeated resignation in his voice he speaks softly, “Your concern is admirable but unwanted. Just leave me alone. How many times do I have to say, please?”  

She continues, “I am not spying on you, but I have been watching you.” The woman ignores the contradiction of what she says and presses on, “I bring my kids down here at precisely four, and it’s now five to five. I saw you sit down as we arrived. Fifty-five minutes by my calculation. You spent the whole time looking at your feet? My name is Julia, by the way.” 

Xavier pleads, quietly, talking to the concrete between his feet, “Julia. Please just go away.” 

“Can’t you look up at me for a moment, at least?” 

He ignores her. 

Julia remembers the words of a conversation with a friend who is a psychiatric nurse. A film star had committed suicide. They talked about it. She recalls her friend’s flat statement that it is the quiet solitary ones who were the most successful in their attempts to kill themselves. Julia felt a wave of panic rise in her stomach. She feels desperate as to how to get his attention. 

She tries an order, “Look at me!” 

“Just go.” There is no change in Xavier’s demeanor. 

Julia has a wild idea. She blurts out, “I’m a horny housewife looking to pick up a respectable, handsome fella for a quick fuck.” 

Xavier jolts upright for the first time, with eyes wide he turns towards Julia, and shakes his head as he looks her in the eyes, “You what? Are you for real?” Despite the sharp tone he uses, Xavier’s mind comes into focus. He sees an attractive woman in her mid-to-late thirties wearing a wide-brimmed straw sun hat.  

“Now you notice me. We’re making progress. No. I just said that to catch your full attention.” 

“It did. Who the heck are you? Why do you say such things?” 

“I’m trying to get through to you. I am a housewife – you know, a domestic engineer. I do get horny from time to time, it’s true. But I am reasonably happily married to a lovely and loving banker. I have five children who I love dearly.” Julia caught herself using the word reasonably and wondered where that came from. Also, she knew she had sold John, her husband, short for no reason. Now she felt bad. She corrected, “No. Very happily married.” 

“Well, Julia, shouldn’t you be looking after your child or children?” He waves vaguely in the direction of the playground. “You know, be caring for them instead of me.” He let the sarcasm sit for a moment before his curiosity got the better of him. “Anyway, why would you notice me?” 

Then something clicks in Xavier’s orderly mind, “How can you possibly know I have been sitting here for fifty-five minutes? Why are you spying on me?” He could not believe he’s already been sitting for almost an hour. 

As the man engages her, a wave of relief floods over Julia. “Easy. I always look out to see if there any perverts about. I spotted you and have kept an eye on you. You have not looked up once. Your body language shouts depression.” Julia sits down on the limited space on the bench to the left of Xavier. 

“No. No. You can’t sit down here. Please move on and leave me alone.” 

“What’d you mean? It’s a public bench.” Julia digs her heals in. She is on a mission. 

Julia pushes, “The quicker you tell me what’s bothering you and how you plan to solve it, the sooner I’ll leave you alone.” She is still deeply worried that this stranger is planning to harm himself. 

Now anger and frustration rise in Xavier for a moment and then quickly falls away in a wave of resignation to and exasperation at Julia’s persistence. Uncharacteristically, he has no fight left in him. The events of the day had exhausted him. The slump in his shoulders increases. Tears well up in his eyes. “Alright. Just stay there. It’s been a hell-hole sort of day. I’d rather forget it.” 

Julia pauses for a moment before continuing. “It’s a cliché, but a trouble shared is a trouble halved. It’s true though. What hit the fan today?” Julia reflects for a moment, “Look, you don’t know me. I’m totally discrete. I don’t know who you are. Where’s the harm in telling me what’s happened.” 

He sneers, “Maybe you’re just a busy body. Why should I trust you? Julia.” She feels encouraged by his challenge. 

“Before I tell you why you need me, tell me your name. Just the first one.” 

“Xavier.” 

“With an ‘X’?” He nodded. “Okay, Xavier. You’re a good-looking guy in his mid-forties to fifty.” 

Xavier interrupts, “Fifty-five. Today.” 

“Oh, your birthday. No-one to share it with?” Julia’s surprise shows. She thinks she understands his problem. Loneliness.  

“Worse.” 

“Worse? Oh. Not just lonely then?” Xavier nods without speaking. 

Julia pauses for a moment assessing whether to say more about her children. She decides to continue with the hope that if she opens to him, he might do the same. 

“Over there you can see my eldest daughter, Victoria sitting on the log. She hates her name so insists on being called Vicky.  She’s looking after my younger twins, Emma, and James, never call him Jim. Vicky’s the reason I can sit here and talk to you. I also have two wicked little tykes, twins again, Paul and Michael, who are off playing in the woods with their pals making mischief no doubt. Doing the arithmetic, you’ll come to five children; the eldest is a typical teenage girl of fifteen, the twin boys are terrible tens and my cute little munchkins are just five. So now you know about me, what about you? Married? Kids?” 

In his desperation to put some order back in his day, the discipline of the mathematician in Xavier takes over. With this distraction, he inexplicably focuses on the five counts that keeps arising. He lists them out loud, holding up his hand and raising each finger and then his thumb for each instance. “It’s raining fives. One: Five children. Two: all born five years apart. Three: I turned fifty-five today. Four: It’s the fifth month. Five: It’s the fifth day.” He shakes his head and gives a weak smile. “We have a plague of five fives.”  

“Much better. You have a nice smile.” 

At this moment Xavier notices the melodious quality and timbre of Julia’s voice for the first time. He finds her melliferous deep tone attractive and very sexy. He no longer has an urge to shoo her away. “Maybe one day I’ll tell you of all about my fives.” 

This implied looking forward encourages Julia, “You’re here because you have nobody to birthday with?” She cannot believe Xavier is not just lonely. 

Xavier shakes his head. 

“What then? Tell me. Give me the run down on your pocket full of fives? Just an outline will do.” 

Xavier gives up the fight. He now needs to talk. He steadies himself with a deep breath. “I was fired today. I am now officially retired as of the end of the month. I have years of work in me, so I’m pissed off and more than a bit lost. Angry does not start to describe it.” 

This catches Julia’s curiosity. “Oh, that’s terrible. I can see how that would throw you for a loop. Did you see it coming?” 

“What coming?” 

“The severance. Did you expect to be fired?” 

Xavier ponders the question and feels his anger rise again. “The whole damned thing started at the beginning of the year. Our old CEO and Chairman retired with a big party at the end of last year just before the millennium. The new hotshot Harvard MBA took over at the beginning of the year – actually, it was the fifth of January precisely five months ago. I was travelling in China for the first two weeks of January. Missed his arrival.” 

Julia jumps in as her eyes shine. She’s always wanted to visit China, “A holiday? How nice.” 

“No. Work. Also, I reported directly to the CEO. He was busy for a day or two after my return.” Xavier was aware his mind was jumping around. 

Julia interrupts again, “What sort of work. Import/export?” 

“No. Nothing like that. Engineering consultancy.” Julia’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise, but she remains silent. Xavier does not realize the trend he is starting as he starts to list his grievances, “When I get to meet my new boss his first words to me are ‘I see you fly first class, and those hotels are very expensive.’ No ‘hello, nice to meet you at last’ from him. I was thrown. All I could answer was that it was in my contract to fly first-class, and the hotels allow me to work effectively. I thought ‘Oh shit, this new guy was going to micromanage me.’” 

“Well, that was not nice. He sounds like a dickhead.” 

“After his opening salvo, he then piled-on with ‘How would you like to open a division of the company in China?’ I mumbled something like I would think about it. I then gave him a briefing about the three large projects we have going in China and how the Millennium transition had not impacted any of the work going on in China.  He simply then dismissed me. To my surprise, I hardly saw him again until the middle of last month, which suited me fine. I was beginning to believe and was relieved he was not going to have his boot on my neck all the time.” 

Xavier looks over at the playground before he continues, “Rumors about a reorganization of the structure of the company were circulating. I cornered him and asked him point blank if the new structure was anything I should worry about. He brushed it off with ‘Don’t worry you’ll be just fine’. He looked me in the eyes when he said that. Of course, I now know he was lying through his teeth.” 

“The bastard. That’s awful.” 

Xavier continues, “When he fired me using the reorganization as a shield against a lawsuit, he also told me they were opening a division in China and claimed I had shown no interest in it. In fact, the move about a China office he mentioned when we first met was never discussed again with me. I contacted my friend, Bob, in HR, and was told in confidence that the wheels for my firing were already in motion when I asked about my status. I also learned the boss had appointed a Harvard pal of his, who is not an engineer, to head the China operation.” Xavier laughs to himself. 

“What a snake? Hey, why are you laughing?” 

“The Chinese will eat the new guy alive. That will be fun to watch, except for those who are still working on the China portfolio of projects. So yes, I feel poleaxed, and I expect to be bitter for years. The stupid fucker, excuse my language, has bowed to China’s demand for a local office, and he will regret it.” 

At this moment, shouts behind them announce the arrival of the two tykes. Julia swivels around, and shouts at them, “Go over to your sister. I’ll be with you in a moment.” They change course and immediately jump up on the climbing frame. 

Julia frowns sensing there is still unfinished business to be done to get Xavier onto an even keel. She has an idea, “One time offer that I hope you’ll take. OK?” Xavier nods. “Good. Follow me home. You have your auto here?” Xavier nods again. Julia continues, “I must stop off at the store to pick up a few things. Only be five minutes. Then we go to my place where I’ll rustle up a birthday cake. No presents though. Deal?”  

Xavier is on the verge of saying no, when it occurs to him that he has nothing else to do and it’s as good a way to start off his new life as any. Xavier collects his jacket, and they walk together after they round up the children. At the carpark Xavier turns to Julia, “Deal. Which is your car?” 

“Mine’s the Chrysler mom mobile. Grey. Yours?” 

“The Jaguar. Green.” He points. 

“Nice wheels. Let me load my tribe and off we go.” 

Xavier adds, “My only indulgence. Mostly not one for conspicuous consumption.” 

Julia frowns and thinks, “What’s that about?”
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Julia ushers Xavier into the great room. She invites him to take a seat, “Anything to drink? I’ll be sorting something out with the kids in the kitchen for about ten minutes.” 

For a moment Xavier thought he’d ask for a large scotch but given the family atmosphere he said, “This may sound silly, but do you have a tea?” 

“Yep. I can manage that. What type? Black Breakfast, Earl Grey, or green tea? It’ll take a few minutes. OK with that?” 

“Sure. The breakfast tea, with milk, no sugar?” He thought to himself how English to have a cup of tea when in the middle of a personal crisis. 

“Perfect. Back soon.” Julia nods and leaves. 

Xavier rises, looks out at the splendid garden, wanders around the well-appointed room to examine the porcelain-ware in a cabinet and then moves on to some pictures on one side of the main window. The painting looks like a Monet with waterlilies. On the wall at other side of the window are three smaller works. One is a Modigliani style portrait and the other two Redouté

rose prints. He thinks to himself, nice taste. He looks around as he hears footsteps on the hardwood floor. 

Julia leads the parade holding the iced birthday cake with two-sets-of-five lit candles she had secretly bought at the supermarket. She is followed by Vicky carrying a large silver tray with a silver tea set and fancy fine bone China with matching saucers. The two tykes, Michael, and Paul, look as though they’d rather be somewhere else as they trail their sister. James and Emma follow clutching small things in their hands. All are singing Happy Birthday. With the cake placed in front of Xavier on the coffee table he is instructed, “Blow out the candles and make a wish.” 

Julia cuts the cake and distributes good size portions on plates to everyone. She whispers to Xavier, “My god, I’m asking for it.” She gestures towards the kids. “A sugar high followed by a mood trough. No matter. You’re worth it.” 

Only Julie and Xavier take tea. Little Emma presents Xavier, with a curtsy, a bunch of three daisies and two dandelions before tucking into the cake. James smiles widely as he puts a nice, rounded stone into Xavier’s hand uttering a personal, “Happy birthday mister Xavier.”  Xavier’s eyes tear up. For a moment he feels very special and blessed.  

After the cake and pop are finished, Vicky and then Paul and Michael need no encouragement to go elsewhere in the house. The two little ones settle on the hardwood floor with paper and crayons, away from Julia and Xavier.  

Julia asks, “You were going to tell me about yourself.” 

“I was? I didn’t realize that was the price of admission. Okay, but where to start?” 

“I’m a context sort of gal. Start with your grandparents.” 

“Really?” Xavier was puzzled. 

Julia nods in response. Xavier collects and orders his thoughts. “We must go back a century. Alfred and Elizabeth arrived in the US in nineteen hundred. Who knows: the way things have gone today they could have even arrived on this very same date?” Xavier gave a wry smile as he looks Julia in the eyes. “They were twenty, married and full of optimism and hope. They had emigrated from a small farm with poor soil in the south-west of England.” 

Xavier takes a sip of tea before continuing, “Alf had half-finished a tool and die apprenticeship and Liz was a competent seamstress. They quickly found work in New Jersey. They saved and eventually bought a small house. With settled accommodation, my father, Alfred Junior, was born in nineteen-fifteen, tenth of October. Liz was quite old having a first child by the standards of the day. I gather the birth was difficult and she could have no more children. How am I doing?” 

“Fine. Carry on.” Julia is curious to see where this would go. 

“I’m guessing, but I think both Alf and Liz were quite bright but had limited education. They did well in their jobs and thrived. My father shone at school. I’ve seen copies of his school reports.  Without a proper mentor or advisor, he left school at fifteen and join Woolworth’s Five and Dime. Today I have no doubt he would have attended university. He was fortunate to be kept on through the depression. He made manager of one of their large stores when he was twenty-five, in nineteen forty. From the time he left school he had a hobby of being a ham radio operator. Built his own radio. This opened his ears to the world. He learned French and German studying on his own. He had a natural aptitude for languages.” 

Julia jumps in, “Hold that thought for a moment.” She saw that Emma and James were getting restless. She took them out. On her return she smiled, “They’re good for another thirty minutes watching cartoons.” 

“Shall I continue?” 

Julie nods. 

Xavier continued, “Dad enlisted after Pearl Harbor. He was assigned to communications because of his ham radio hobby and after initial training transferred to a school to learn Japanese. He clearly impressed because he was then switched to the intelligence crowd and spent time listening to and interpreting Japanese communications. He ended up as a major. 

This is not getting too boring?” 

“No. Your dad sounds as though he was super bright.” 

“He was. As the war progressed, he was assigned to General McArthur’s crowd. Somehow, he was then transferred to China as some sort of liaison with the resistance.  I have no idea how he did not get caught. As you may guess, he quickly mastered Cantonese and Mandarin. The rest is a bit sketchy. He never sat me down and told me his real story. I just picked up odd bits from time to time.” 

Julia interrupts, “Isn’t that true for a lot of veterans. They don’t talk about their wartime experiences?” 

“I guess you’re right. To continue – My dad married one of the daughters of a senior Chinese resistance officer, much to the dismay of her father.  I was born in China in nineteen forty-five and spent my first ten years growing up in Hong Kong. Although it does not show much, I’m half Chinese. After the war he ran in the highest diplomatic circles in Hong Kong. He also travelled to mainland China and made contacts in many of their major cities, particularly Shanghai and Beijing. When he resigned as a colonel from the American service, he moved back with my mom to the US and settled in Boston.” 

“That covers your parents. Sort of. Now your story?” Julia keeps her eye on the purpose of the conversation, to draw Xavier out and let him de-gas.  

“Not quite. I’ll come to that in a moment. My father set up an import business initially. Later he established what turned into a chain of dollar stores using cheap imports from China, drawing on his early Woolworths’ experience. My parents became quite wealthy. I went to the best school in the Boston area. I was a whiz at math. My parents tried to steer me towards becoming an actuary, but I liked practical things and opted for engineering. I made it to MIT early and graduated with my PhD when I was twenty-five. Backtracking, at the ripe old age of twenty, I married to a young music student I got pregnant. I really loved her. We had a second son five years later.” Smiling at Julia, he asked, “Keeping track of all the fives, and the multiples, in my life?” 

“What subject for your doctorate? And...” Julia hesitates momentarily, “The marriage sounds a bit sketchy at such an early age. She’s no longer around?” 

“Martha died ten years ago. I’m a widower.” Julia feels somewhat chastened, having assumed that they were divorced.  

Briefly she considers her own marriage, and the very fact divorce never surfaces in their household despite their occasional differences which they quickly resolve. One of the reasons she loves John comes from his deep understanding of her needs and desires and then acts on it to please her. 

“You still listening?” Xavier notices a rather vacant look on Julia’s face. She is brought back from her mind wanderings to the present with a start. She nods. He continues, “My thesis was for mathematical modelling of stresses and strains for tall, multistory building structures. I joined a mid-sized, progressive consultancy at a good wage and went up from there. In fact, I helped build it into the large outfit they are today. My Chinese fluency allowed them to enter that market as their building programs exploded. I was the point man on all this work and built up a large division servicing Chinese architects and, later, other overseas projects. From US soil, I should add.” Xavier sits silent for a moment. 
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