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  “The old religions with their sublime and ridiculous, their friendly and fiendish symbols did not drop from the blue, but were born of this human soul that dwells in us at this moment. All those things, their primal forms, live on in us and may at any time burst in upon us with annihilating force…”




  





  





  Carl Jung. Founder of Analytical Psychology (1875-1961)




  CHAPTER ONE


  First Contact





  Ever experienced the feeling that someone is watching you? Call it a sixth sense, call it superstition, whatever it was, it saved my life that day.




  I had just left the office in downtown Manhattan. I’d wanted to buy a birthday card for my girlfriend Cindy. It was lunchtime and the sun was shining. I had already bought the handbag she’d mentioned and I figured forty minutes would give me enough time to find a card she’d think satisfactory. I didn’t want a re-run of last year’s disaster. Both those gifts had not been to her liking: the perfume bottle dismissed as ‘ugly’ and the gold bracelet ‘not chunky enough.’ And the card? Well, the card had been too flowery. This time I’d get it right; maybe a shop assistant would help me.




  I’d walked half a block from the office when I experienced it: a strong, over-powering sensation something malevolent was watching me. The feeling grew as I progressed along the sidewalk. As my temperature rose so did a sense of sickness. It started in the pit of my stomach and curled upwards, making my throat feel dry and constricted. Beads of sweat on my forehead started to trickle downwards and I raised my hand, pulling at my collar to get some air.




  Ridiculous I told myself, I was in the middle of Manhattan, in broad daylight, what was wrong with me? I slowed my pace, scanned the sea of faces around me and glanced over my shoulder eager to reassure myself all was well. I coughed, loosened my necktie, took a deep breath and started forwards again. Then, I saw him: some three hundred yards up the sidewalk and closing fast! His stride, purposeful and menacing, stood out in the more gentle meandering of the lunchtime crowds. There was something of the predator about him. Like a shark slicing through a shoal of fish towards the scent of blood: my blood?




  It was the eyes. I could see them from three hundred yards, cold soulless eyes locked onto their prey. On me! I felt alarm mixed with confusion: who was he? Had he mistaken me for someone else? I came to an abrupt halt.




  A pedestrian ploughed into me, hot coffee spilling over my shoes from his take-out cup. “Hey, watch it buddy,” he shouted, skipping past me.




  “Sorry, my fault,” I mumbled, shaking the spilt liquid from my feet. I looked up expecting the soulless eyes to be looking somewhere else but they’d never left me, his advance towards me unchecked. What was the guy’s problem? My brain tried to rationalise, rattling out logical explanations. Was he a disgruntled husband who’d confused me with someone else or maybe some psycho with a grudge against one of the brands I ran? As I hesitated, he drew ever nearer, his shark eyes still fixed on mine.




  Whatever his problem was, I wasn’t going to stay around to find out: the Shark could lunch on someone else. Okay, I needed to buy Cindy her birthday card but it could wait, she’d understand. Well, she wouldn’t but what the hell: my sixth sense told me I needed to get out of here and fast. With an abrupt about-turn, I changed direction, almost collided with another pedestrian and started quick-stepping back towards my office block.




  Just two hurried paces and I stopped short. Another guy stood by the hot-dog stall up ahead: something didn’t add-up about him either. I peeked over my shoulder: the Shark still followed in my wake, pushing his way towards me. I needed to get moving but was it safe? I turned forwards and checked-out the guy by the hot-dog stall: a mean and bearded Al Pacino look-alike, his long overcoat incongruous in the warmth of the fall sun. Did the coat conceal something? The guy looked shifty and…and…and what? A shifty guy in an overcoat in New York! So what?




  I swallowed. ‘Get a grip’ I told myself. It’s a guy who looks like a mean Al Pacino buying his lunch. I took a few steps forward still looking at him. Pacino was looking at me: no, he was staring at me as he chewed a mouthful of hot-dog in a slow, methodical manner. One gloved hand grasped a half-eaten hot-dog, his other gloved hand dabbed a napkin at a glob of tomato ketchup on his beard. His eyes remained fixed on mine as the red liquid soaked into the tissue.




  Why gloves in this weather? A professional killer! I checked myself: trying to reassert some rationality and perspective. Sixth sense…no, this was absurd I told myself: I couldn’t be a target! I’d done nothing wrong. I wasn’t aware of crossing anyone and I didn’t owe anyone. A professional killer after me, yeah right! Hell, I’m just a regular guy with a regular job: a Marketing Executive for a toy manufacturer. I threw a glance over my shoulder and gulped: the Shark increased his momentum. Logic told me I was being paranoid, but my instincts screamed something different: run, get out now!




  Could the guy have something to do with my Dad? No,it couldn’t be, Dad had been dead for six years now: just another NYPD cop killed in a random domestic incident. There was no back-story or was I mistaken?




  I felt my heart quicken as the surge of adrenaline coursed through my arteries. I stole a quick peek over my shoulder: the Shark was gaining on me. Less than twenty yards from me I noticed an office lobby: maybe I should take refuge in there? I still hesitated. ‘Better safe than sorry,’ I surrendered to instinct and broke into a trot, my eyes still fixed on the Al Pacino guy ahead of me. As I began jogging towards the safety of the lobby, his reaction was immediate. In one swift movement, he tossed the hot-dog to the floor, ketchup splattering across the sidewalk as he moved to head me off.




  “Hey!” I heard a pedestrian yell as the Pacino guy collided with him, before shoving him against the hot-dog stall.




  I ignored the shouts, the curses, the clatter of cooking utensils around the stall: my sole focus on him.




  Pacino’s gloved hand slid into his overcoat, his pace quickening and threatening my escape route. Now I knew this was not paranoia. Was he reaching for a gun? Surely to God, no?




  I stopped and hesitated: I had to think fast. Which way to go? I turned around to check behind me. The human Shark had broken into a half-run, manhandling a young woman who had strayed into his path. His eyes still locked onto me, oblivious to her shouts of anger. As his momentum gathered, I saw it… he did have a gun! He drew the weapon from the folds of his long coat in a slow and deliberate action. I froze. What was happening? The gun levelled: now pointing right at me.




  I had to take cover but where, I’d never make the office lobby now? I span round facing forwards, the Pacino guy strode towards me, a small sub-machine gun clasped in his right hand: I gasped at the sight of the snub-nosed barrel. My eyes stared into his. Pacino’s lips parted in a sneering smile. To my rear, shouts and profanities spewed from the crowds as the Shark barrelled through them. Above all the yells and screams a single distinctive command roared out to my right: an English accent booming a warning over the traffic’s hubbub.




  “Down, get down, man. For God’s sake get down, get down!”




  It seemed like slow motion: I turned towards my right; another two men were running across the street, dodging braking cars and ignoring the car horns. The first, an older guy wearing a trilby gesticulating and yelling, “Get down!” in his English accent. Ahead of him, a middle-aged man, slicked back hair, and dressed in a suit, was out-pacing him, charging through the yellow cabs, a small revolver in his hand.




  Again, the older Englishman bellowed from across the street, his words still audible above the growing cacophony of car horns. “Get down man, for God’s sake!”




  Confused, I started to turn. An explosion reverberated to my right; followed by a rapid succession of more shots. Pandemonium erupted; people ran screaming for cover, shop windows disintegrating into shards of glass, showering down around me. My instinct was to dive for the floor but I never made it. The guy with the revolver slammed into me as more rapid-fire shots exploded around us. Yelling, I hit the sidewalk: ears ringing from the shots, nostrils burning from the smell of cordite and ribs hurting from the impact. The full weight of the guy now pinned me to the floor. I strained to look up at him.




  “Do as he says,” he grunted, his voice almost inaudible above the sound of screams and smashing glass. “Get down, keep down!”




  He loosed off two more shots and then an eerie silence descended. A warm wet sensation spread across my lower back…blood! I was bleeding and bleeding fast!




  “I’m hit, I’m hit!” I yelled struggling to free myself from his embrace. I felt him relax. His revolver clattered to the sidewalk and I felt the full weight of his body on mine: dead weight! It was his blood…not mine!




  “You okay?” I yelled. No answer, no movement. Shouts and screams started up from cowering pedestrians. Twisting my head, I tried to get a view of the street. Up ahead I could see the crumpled body of the Pacino guy, the Uzi lying a few feet from where he had dropped it. But where was the other guy: the Shark, where was the Shark?




  I craned my neck around desperate to discover the Shark’s fate: merciless eyes met mine and I froze. The Shark was still alive, kneeling in the centre of the sidewalk clutching his chest, blood starting to soak his shirt as I watched. Whimpering pedestrians crouched and cowered around him but the Shark showed no interest. He had eyes only for me. He started rising to his feet: a slow tortured, halting movement, one arm clasped his blood-soaked chest, his other arm hanging loose by his side but still clutching his gun. He swayed as he rose up, his eyes never leaving mine: I was in big trouble.




  Ahead of me, a yard away, lay the revolver of my now dead, would be protector. I needed one last favour: the use of his revolver. With every muscle straining, I tore my arms free from under my body and lunged for the gun. My hand grasped thin air, inches short of the weapon, I tried again but his dead-weight anchored me to the sidewalk. Desperate now, I tried once more: stretching every sinew of my body, the hard stone surface cutting and shredding my fingers as I clawed the sidewalk. A couple of inches, a few lousy inches separated me from the gun: a few inches between life and death.




  I looked up: the Shark shuffled towards me, a nasty smirk on his face as he placed one unsteady foot in front of the other. The realisation hit me: I was going to die!




  I don’t know what it was, panic or a survival instinct, but something kicked in: I wasn’t going to die! No way, not like this! With a superhuman effort, I made one last desperate attempt to reach the gun. This time I thrust my torso upwards and felt the corpse roll partially to one side. It gave me all the leeway I needed. With one deft movement, I kicked my legs out and lunged forward. My hand grasped the gun grip. I rolled back over onto my stomach and using my elbows as support, held the gun in both hands and took aim. The bastard still staggered forward, blood dripping down his limp arm to the fist that still gripped his gun. This time his eyes showed fear. His advance stopped. With obvious effort, he attempted to level the gun and take aim.




  “Too late,” I grunted. “Your turn now.” I’m no killer but I didn’t hesitate, the choice was simple: kill or be killed. I pulled the trigger: ‘click’. I pulled it again: ‘click’. The gun was empty!




  I watched, helpless, as the fear melted from his eyes and a contemptuous smirk flickered across his face. I swallowed, so this was the end. With the acceptance of death, a surprising sense of calm and well-being enveloped me. I rose to my feet, my eyes still fixed on his. Better to die standing than like a dog in the gutter. His gun levelled with my head and the shrieks and sobs of cowering pedestrians started up again. Above the screaming and whimpering, came a great bellow of a shout, almost inaudible above the wail of police sirens.




  “No-o-o!”




  From the corner of my eye, I saw the elderly Englishman I had seen and heard seconds earlier. His trilby fell from his head as he almost tripped over a crouched pedestrian and then he was in front of me, his arms outstretched, his back to me, his face to the Shark.




  “It cannot be!” he panted.




  The gun barked twice, the impact of the bullets spinning him round towards me, a look of surprise on his face, a trickle of blood ebbing from the corner of his mouth and down his beard. He staggered towards me, arms extended, eyes wide.




  “Police…drop the weapon!” Two NYPD Officers had arrived on the scene, crouched down, their weapons pointed at the Shark. Their caution proved unnecessary. The Shark’s gun clattered to the sidewalk and he crumpled into a lifeless, bloody heap.




  The elderly English guy was still on his feet just a yard or so from me, his mouth opening and closing, no words coming out, blood seeping through his waistcoat, the colour draining from his face. His knees buckled…leaping forwards, I caught him as his body pitched downwards.




  “Someone call a doctor!” I yelled, lowering him to the ground, cradling his head in my arms. His lips moved but no sound came out.




  “Hey, take it easy, the medics will be here soon.”




  The words spluttered out, hesitant at first, becoming faster. He spoke in a hoarse whisper, gasping for breath.




  “Almost too late…” He coughed; more blood trickled from his mouth. “They got you.”




  I lowered my ear to his mouth. I couldn’t make out the words. “No, they didn’t, I’m okay.”




  “You!” he rasped and then sucking in his breath, spat the word out again with more urgency. “You!”




  “I’m okay,” I repeated. “I wasn’t hit. The other guy on top of me took a bullet, I’m okay.”




  His breathing became more laboured. “You…you Maddock!”




  Was he trying to say my name? This was confusing. “No!” I replied. “I’m Josh MacMaddock!”




  He shook his head. “No time, the fools…here.” He coughed again then gulped. “Have a message…”




  “What message? A message from who?”




  He was fading now and I struggled to hear his mumbled response.




  “Seven Sisters!” he croaked. “The School of…” He didn’t finish, his body contracted in a violent spasm, one hand gripped my arm. His other hand fumbled in his waistcoat. Withdrawing his bloodied fingers, he pressed something hard and metallic into my hand. An instant blinding pain coursed through my head accompanied by a flash of intense light. For a second I crouched there stunned: could I be experiencing some kind of delayed shock? I didn’t have time to think about it. A rasping croak brought me back to the dying man cradled in my arms. His mouth tried to form words, crouching down I placed my ear next to his mouth again.




  “What is it?” I whispered.




  “Do not fail…” he croaked in a voice so quiet I could hardly hear it. He tensed, his hand gripping mine and then his body relaxed, his head slumping to one side. I didn’t need the Paramedic to tell me he had gone.




  





  Six hours later, back in my apartment, I still couldn’t figure out what had happened. The police seemed confused by the circumstances too. After a check-up at the hospital, I’d been taken in for questioning. They made no secret of their suspicions, accusing me of hiding something. I agreed the whole thing seemed suspicious but the events made no sense to me either. They let me let off lightly; one of the Cops recognised my name and the pressure eased when they realised my Dad had been an NYPD cop killed in the line of duty. I guess they told me more than they had to. In short, they were stumped: the more information they gleaned, the more peculiar the whole incident appeared. The two guys who had started the shooting: the Shark and the Pacino look-alike were both ex-US Army and came from Florida. What they were doing in New York, no one knew.




  As for the two ‘good guys’ who had saved my life, a similar story emerged: nothing gave any clues as to what it had been all about. The Cops told me the guy who had pushed me to the ground and taken out the would-be killers, was an ex-cop from Philadelphia called Doug Jenkins, now registered as a self-employed Private Investigator. One possible lead came from Jenkins’ secretary who believed he had been in New York to work on a ‘Medellin Account’. The secretary said no office records existed to say what the Medellin Account could be. To the NYPD the name of a Columbian city suggested drugs involving one of the cartels.




  The elderly English guy who had taken the two bullets meant for me, turned out to be a tourist from Glastonbury, Somerset in Great Britain. His travel documents revealed him to be Henry Quincy Adams: a retired widower who had arrived at JFK the previous day. A search of his belongings at his hotel revealed nothing of interest.




  Were Jenkins the PI, and Adams the tourist, acting together? I thought so, but witness accounts varied. One police witness placed Jenkins and Adams together across the street about five minutes before the shootings, but another witness contradicted this sighting.




  As time went on, the police drew more conclusions from the limited facts. They reasoned the English guy, Adams and I had been innocent bystanders caught up in some drug-related shoot-out between Jenkins and the two gunmen. But the theory didn’t make any sort of sense. To me, it seemed certain I’d been the target? No, said the police, Jenkins must have been the target. But hadn’t the Shark kept coming after me? No, the killers just wanted to make sure the real target was dead.




  Well, what about the English guy: Adams? Why did he throw himself in front of me? They had an answer for this too. Having made checks with their British counterparts, they established Adams had been something of a war hero having served with the British SAS in the Second World War in Germany and Malaysia. Later, he’d seen action in Korea and been decorated for capturing a Communist bunker against overwhelming odds. They reasoned it was not surprising Adams had chosen to play the hero in keeping with his character.




  At the end of the final interview, I threw in the bit about Adams’ warnings and his asking if my name was Maddock. Even I had to admit it had made little sense and sure enough, they dismissed it as the meaningless ramblings of a man in trauma and my mishearing what he’d said. Bit-by-bit I allowed myself to be persuaded I had been the chance victim of a dreadful drug related shoot-out.




  





  Three weeks after the event I discovered the metal object Adams had pressed into my hand seconds before he had expired. I must have put the object in my pocket and in the chaos of the event, I’d forgotten about it. I found it as I examined the blood stained jacket I’d bundled into a plastic bag and left untouched since that traumatic day. The jacket was beyond a routine dry-clean. Before consigning it to the trash, I checked the pockets and felt the hard lump. Reaching in, my fingers closed on something circular and flat, too big to be a coin.




  It was a medallion, about the circumference of a Coke can, perhaps a little smaller. As thick as three or four stacked dollar coins and made from a dull yellow metal I guessed was bronze. Henry Adams’ life-blood still encrusted the nicks and crevices of the surface. A long chain of small ringlets threaded through a clasp on the top. On one side, three embossed dragons intertwined with one another, their limbs and necks creating an intricate pattern that suggested a Celtic influence1. Set inside the perimeter, I could make out some worn writing I recognised as Latin and looked like a later addition, the letters etched or stamped into the bronze. I read the words out loud: “dum spiramus tuebimur”.




  Flipping it over, I examined the other side: the flat surface relieved by six raised dots arranged around one larger central point. Stamped into the surface trailing the perimeter, I could see a series of symbols, either decorative or part of an elaborate alphabet of a type I did not recognise. I thought they could be runic but appeared more stick-like than anything I’d seen before. The medallion showed obvious signs of wear and looked old, ancient even. Weighing it in my hand, I stroked the surface. In an instant, a sharp pain seared across my forehead and I brought my hands up to my head, dropping the medallion like a hot coal. What the hell could have caused that pain? Had the medallion been the source of the pain? I shook my head: it must be some kind of post-traumatic reaction? Feeling a touch nervous, I picked the medallion up by the chain, holding it aloft, watching it dangle to and fro. With the tip of one finger, I prepared to touch the surface again. I braced myself and made contact. Nothing happened and I laughed aloud at my foolishness.




  I debated what to do with Adams’ medallion. In truth, I felt drawn to it: I liked it and it intrigued me. I’d keep the medallion…perhaps I could do some research. But, was it mine to keep? Well, I reasoned, hadn’t Adams given the medallion to me? The idea of returning to the police settled it for me. I didn’t want to reopen something I wanted to forget. I’d had difficulty sleeping for the first few days after the shooting incident; I’d only just started to feel more comfortable each time I ventured outside. I didn’t want to face more questioning and I wasn’t sure they’d regard the medallion as having much relevance anyway.




  I did check out the Latin inscription on the internet. Typing in “dum spiramus tuebimur” soon brought up a translation: ‘Whilst we breathe, we will defend’. I discovered this Latin phrase had been adopted as the motto of the US 133rd Field Artillery Regiment. I couldn’t see what relevance that had to anything. It didn’t seem probable Adams would have any connection to a US Regiment. In any case the regiment was a young twentieth century creation and the medallion was much older than that.




  I continued to fret about keeping something that wasn’t mine. Dad always drummed this moral code into me and as a Cop’s kid I took it seriously. “Finders isn’t keepers,” he used to say. But I hadn’t found the medallion; Adams had given it to me. No, I thought, this medallion is mine. Deep down I think I knew even then, the medallion represented a key to understanding the events of three weeks ago. Then the letter arrived.




  CHAPTER TWO


  Shocking News





  The letter that was to change my life arrived a few weeks after the shooting, the envelope’s British origin divulged by a couple of garish Royal Mail postage stamps dignified by the regal head of Queen Elizabeth II, an intriguing misfit in the depressing flotsam deposited in my mailbox that cold October Saturday. Its long transatlantic journey had been kind to it: the cream envelope so unblemished, for a moment, I considered the possibility it was a marketing ploy from a local company.




  Holding the envelope to the light, I scrutinised the stamps for a postmark that might give a further clue as to the origin, but it was faint and I couldn’t make out what it said. Who could be writing to me from Britain? A sense of foreboding washed over me; my stomach knotted in response. I couldn’t put my finger on it but I could feel the stirring of something dark in the deep recesses of my memory.




  I examined the scrawling hand-written address: ‘Mr Josh MacMaddock’. There could be no doubt I was the intended recipient, but who the hell was it from? I didn’t know anyone in Britain. I fingered the envelope as I walked through to the kitchen bar, sat myself on the stool and propped the envelope up against the salt and pepper pots so that it sat there, staring back at me. I sipped the remainder of the tomato juice that constituted my breakfast and took some deep breaths to clear my head. Bright autumnal sun streamed in through the apartment windows, reflecting off the polished pine floor of the living room in front of me. I groaned, the place was a mess: a discarded pizza delivery box from last night adorned the sofa, crumpled beer cans festooned the glass coffee table, my guitar lay abandoned by the window, sheets of music scattered around it. Shit! I’d have to clean the place up before Cindy arrived and time was slipping by: I needed to get moving.




  I glanced back at the envelope, to hell with it! I’d open it; no use putting it off! I grasped the envelope and with my free hand, picked up a stray knife from the counter top and taking care, inserted the blade under the sealed flap. Again, I hesitated, this time the sense of unease was stronger; there was something very peculiar about this communication. I shuddered. Maybe it was just the temperature; it was a cold morning and I was only wearing boxer shorts. With a surgical upward slash of the implement, I sliced open the envelope to reveal its innards and removed a single cream coloured sheet of paper folded in three.




  





  A burst of buzzing from the lobby intercom startled me. Who the hell could it be so early on a Saturday morning? I placed the folded letter back on the counter. The noise stopped, but within seconds, erupted again in a sustained burst. I looked at my watch: 10.23. It couldn’t be Cindy already could it? Surely not, she’d said 11.00. I wasn’t ready for her yet. The place looked a dump and more to the point, I wasn’t quite ready for another confrontation. I had sensed something was brewing and I expected it would kick off today. They had become a regular feature of our relationship: a big blow-up ending in a litany of tears, ultimatums and tantrums. I knew we’d patch it up, we always did: but why the histrionics? Why couldn’t she accept the relationship for what it was, why the constant pushing? To be honest I knew why. Her kid sister was the culprit: already married to Mr Perfect with two kids and a house in the suburbs. And there was Cindy, pushing twenty-six and stuck with me.




  I did love her and I guess we’d get hitched in time. She knew that, I just figured: what’s the rush? We had no savings; you need money behind you to raise a family and I wanted to do that somewhere other than downtown New York city. Okay, so I owned Dad’s Florida condo. I could sell the place but that didn’t seem right, Mom and Dad had loved our family holidays there and it was my last link to them. No, getting hitched wasn’t practical at this time in our lives. Whatever the argument would be about today, it would come down to this: sell the condo and set a date. At least that’s what I thought.




  The intercom buzzed, its noise propelling me across the living area to the handset. Again, it emitted its intermittent rasping demand for attention.




  “Okay, okay,” I shouted as I snatched the handset and pressed the voice button. “Yeah, Josh MacMaddock,” I drawled it out trying my damnedest to sound laid back. I inhaled deeply and held my breath before letting it go, long and slow. Please don’t let it be Cindy yet. Please God, give a guy a break!




  A voice answered on the crackly connection.




  “Josh! It’s me. What took you so long? My feet are freezing here!”




  I almost groaned down the handset. So much for the power of prayer! Judging by the icy tone of her voice, it wasn’t just her feet that were frozen.




  “Oh hi, you’re early. Come on in…I’ll warm you up!” I said, affecting an air of casual joviality that I hoped might thaw her frosty mood.




  “I’m early? I don’t think so. You were meant to come round to my place half an hour ago!”




  I frowned and pushed the release button to open the lobby-doors, three floors below. Perhaps I was wrong about the arrangements? I didn’t think so? I’d even arranged for a flower delivery for dead-on eleven: I knew I had our arrangements right. This sounded ominous and I gritted my teeth, something must be eating her and then I remembered…the annual argument about where we should spend Thanksgiving. I wanted to take up the invite from two college friends: Bob and Cath. They lived in New York and had invited us over tonight and the Thanksgiving invitation was sure to come up. Cindy liked them well enough, but wanted to go to her parents again. To be frank, I wasn’t keen on spending Thanksgiving with her family in Connecticut; the strained and formal atmosphere was not to my liking. Her father, a former US Navy Officer, had been based at the HQ of the North Atlantic Fleet over at Groton. In retirement, he had rekindled his Christian faith and now preached in his local Baptist church. I did not feel comfortable with the combination of military service and religious fervour. To make matters worse, Cindy’s younger sister had married a young Naval Officer: an enthusiastic convert to the family’s church. Her father didn’t need to tell me I wasn’t up to scratch - I knew that’s what he thought. Oh sure, they were friendly enough, but it felt superficial.




  Don’t get me wrong: Cindy would usually stick up for me, but the downside was she always took it out on me afterwards. I suppose it was an act of faith Cindy stuck with me at all. Despite the ups and downs, the bottom line was our relationship worked, we were a team: it just required a bit of give and take. On this occasion, I’d be doing all the giving. I guess I owed it to her - I hadn’t exactly been a bundle of fun since the incident in Manhattan and the lack of a birthday card had not gone down too well. She refused to speak to me for two days. Of course, I’d pleaded mitigating circumstances: the shock of the shootings and police interviews left little time to get her a birthday card. She mumbled something about her birthday present; apparently Gucci handbag’s were so yesterday’s brand, another bad choice of gift on my part and yet I was sure she’d picked that very one out at Bloomingdales a few weeks earlier.




  It seemed likely today’s little spat would be about Thanksgiving. No doubt our meal with Cath & Bob this evening was bringing matters to a head. I shook my head and sighed, it was easier to give in and go to her folk’s place for Thanksgiving. Appeasement sealed by the red roses due in about fifteen minutes would do the trick. Maybe we could get out, wander round the shops and grab a coffee before winding up at Bob and Cath’s for the dinner party.




  There was a sharp rat-a-tat at the front door. Shit! That was fast. I leapt at the sofa, grabbed the pizza box, scooped up the beer cans and dumped them in the trashcan under the kitchen bar. A globule of tomato paste managed to smear itself over my boxer shorts.




  “Aw shit!” I muttered, attempting to flick the offending item off and only succeeding to smear it in more. Another rat-a-tat propelled me into action. “Coming,” I yelled. I snatched up the air-freshener and loosed off a few bursts of ‘Pine Essence’. That would have to do. I pulled the door open.




  





  Cindy stood in the doorway: tall, blonde and with large blue eyes that today looked right through me. She flashed her petulant sulky look which I thought made her even more attractive than usual.




  “Hi Babe!” I began. “You’re looking good!”




  She brushed past me and turned, her face now flushed. Her eyes darted around the room before they settled on me. She flicked her long blonde hair over her shoulder and stood facing me, her arms folded together. It was my first inkling something was very wrong.




  “Cindy? What’s the problem?” I asked stepping forward ready to embrace her.




  She stepped back from me. Unfolding her arms, she held them out in front of her, the palms of her hands spread as if to push me away should I advance any further. She swallowed and looked uneasy.




  “Josh…Josh, there’s something I’ve got to say, it’s not easy for me, just hear me out!”




  “Here, take your coat off,” I said taking another step forward. She took another step back. The body language was bad.




  “No, I’m not staying.”




  “Not staying? What d’you mean, not staying? We’re meant to be going to Bob and Cath’s this evening…” I trailed off. Oh, I got it; this was her way of punishing me. I’d cut to the chase and tell her about my Thanksgiving decision.
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