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      Science Fiction


    




    

      Transmigration: (of the soul) pass into a different body- Concise Oxford Dictionary.




      Four humans find themselves in a small village of Betaham without knowledge of where they come from or who they are. It is a pleasant little town but disturbing memories of a brutal war and a different life flash spasmodically into their minds.




      Their dreams seem so real but are quite unrelated to their present lives ... that is until they meet a strange farmer and a violent sandstorm arrives at Betaham. They find the farmer isn't even human. Furthermore, they may not even be human themselves.




      A bombed out city is on the other side of the hills and can be reached though a railway tunnel. The trouble is that the city was destroyed a millennium before and is an archeological site visited by the farmer's race who arrived from another planet.




      Only then do the four learn the truth about themselves...


    




    

      *




    


  




  





  PROLOGUE





  

    It was a cold spring morning but the skies were clear and the reason for all flights being cancelled at Halvestrata International Airport, infuriated the thousands of awaiting passengers. Every airplane from the massive eight hundred passenger sub-orbital Zarona that could reach anywhere on the planet in ninety minutes to the eight passenger vertical float helishuttles were grounded from 0600 hours and all incoming traffic diverted to Jarmoro International, fifty kilometers away.




    Military police had closed the five incoming superways at 0530 hours but the outward-bound lanes remained open so citizens could leave the airport. Indeed every personal transceiver channel of every person in the eight terminal buildings received an audio and text message telling them that Priority Purple alert was in force and commercial flights would not commence until 1100 hours. Citizens waiting for incoming flights were urged to take an underground light train across to Jarmoro as all through-air taxis were also grounded.




    At 0620, the high security Terminal U was sealed off with electronic force fields. Nothing, not even the domestic cats that keep the place clear of rodents could get through. Any citizens who did not obey the warning to leave the area slipped to the ground in a deep sleep as theta frequency waves triggered the sleep condition in their minds. Civil employees, guards, police and military personnel, of course had the correct implants in the base of their necks so were unaffected by this minor disruption. The higher their ranking the more sophisticated their blocking electron was. The frequency had already been turned up to put everyone below the rank of Commander or Civilian Personnel Category 8 to sleep. After the emergency, the theta waves would be turned off and everyone asleep would awaken with little more than a pounding headache and an hour or two missing from their daily schedule.




    At 0630 exactly, a gigantic white Zarona with a blue octagon painted on its tail flew out of the predawn light and landed. Citizens in the ordinary terminals who could see from observation decks or other vantage points either gasped in surprise or gaped in silence. This was Federation Eight that only carried Federation Marshal Kilmorton, the most powerful man in the Northern Alliance since this part of the planet had formed a political federation between eight independent democracies two decades earlier.




    The gigantic aircraft taxied in beside Terminal U and two boarding air-bridges linked with the side doors. This was different from the usual four air-bridges for ordinary Zarona liners but still unusual for a government airplane that for security reasons, usually only used one air-bridge. One bridge linked to the VIP reception lounge while the other connected to the floor below, one used for incoming freight.




    The person who walked into the VIP lounge flanked by military and civilian personnel was not the elderly man the local politicians expected but an attractive woman in her early fifties. Gray strands showed beneath the blonde hair but her petite figure was not hidden beneath the navy-blue suit. Her face looked weary but determined lips and raised chin showed that the surrounding bureaucrats did not intimate her.




    One man dressed in ceremonial robes in vogue a thousand years before, unrolled an ancient scroll and spoke in a soft voice that was carried throughout the terminal in twelve languages. "Federal Marshal Angus Kilmorton is no more. We welcome Federal Marshal Cassandra McDermon, the eighth leader of The Northern Alliance since our country's grand birth, to the Province of Halvestrata."




    "What happened?" one official whispered to a general beside him.




    "Kilmorton and two thirds of the government has gone, Governor Caverstron. Doctor McDermon was voted in unanimously by the Grand Coalition in last night's emergency sitting."




    "Why wasn't I informed, General Berselmore?" Caverstron attempted to look statesman-like but his white face and quivering chin showed through the facade.




    "You just have," the general snapped.




    "But why has she come to Halvestrata? We are but a minor center in the Northern Alliance."




    The general glanced down through shaggy eyebrows and pursed his lips with impatience. "You should know that Halvestrata became the main western defense district when the war began."




    "Began? There was no declaration."




    The general glowered. "A mere formality, Governor Caverstron. The enemy has knocked out our entire electronic surveillance and communication defense systems. Our first and second defense lines have been breached..." His voice continued in a monotone to describe the annihilation of the Northern Alliance's defense system by an unknown weapon the Southern Confederate had impregnated the airwaves with. Ninety-five percent of the Northern Alliance's nuclear arsenal had been rendered unusable with their own fail-safe protection systems shutting them down.




    "And the remaining five percent?" Caverstron muttered.




    General Berselmore stared at the governor. "What happens next is for our new leader to decide," he whispered and wiped a hand across his face. "For once, I'm glad the decision is not mine to make."




    *



  




  

    Doctor Cassandra McDermon was a scientist who was more familiar with the intricacies of her chosen profession than the various grays of running a government of five hundred million citizens that covered forty percent of the world's land mass. Perhaps that was why the Grand Coalition selected her above the ordinary politicians. When asked to accept the position she assimilated the facts, glanced around the bunker room, realized there was nobody else and nodded her acceptance to the House of Representatives speaker.




    Now she was in another bunker in another part of the city, her city, the place where she grew up and graduated. At the far end of the room a row of monitors were gray and silent. The enemy's weapon had performed well.




    "The alternatives?" McDermon said in a whisper.




    "We attempted to bring the five percent of operational nuclear weapons under manual control but may run out of time. The other alternative is your project Doctor... I mean Federal Marshal McDermon," General Berselmore replied.




    McDermon's blue eyes were like steel as she gazed at the officials seated around the table. "In theory when my needle enters the atmosphere it will create a force field to contain the entire incoming nuclear arsenal and send the resulting explosions into deep space. However the defense shield has not been tested."




    "And if it doesn't work?" an official across the table asked.




    General Berselmore replied. "Armageddon. The resulting explosions are enhanced and dissipated throughout the upper atmosphere. The whole planet dies".




    "And the odds?" the same official asked.




    "Fifty-fifty," Cassandra McDermon said




    A military officer standing behind the table slipped a piece of paper in front of the general and stepped back. The general dropped his eyes onto the document. "We have twenty minutes before our innermost shields are breached. The enemy's missiles will arrive four minutes later."




    Cassandra McDermon nodded and spoke almost to herself. "So we have the choice of being annihilated and letting our world be ruled by fanatics or retaliating and possibly wiping out all animal and most of the plant life on this planet"




    "Everyone voted to go by your decision."




    "And the so called needle can be activated?" the persistent official cut in again.




    "Yes. We will use a secret infra-pulse communication that is unaffected by the enemy blackout." Berselmore retorted with no attempt to hide his anger.




    "That is also another unproven theory General Berselmore. As a scientist, I don't like the situation. The variables are too great," McDermon said.




    "You have a little over fifteen minutes before the incoming missiles will detonate over us. The protocols are already programmed in. Just look into the eye scanner before you and blink three times. This activates the system. Press the red pressure pad on the left to attempt to launch our retaliatory nuclear arsenal if they come on line in time. Press the blue pressure pad on your right to activate your needle." The general stood and in unison, everyone else in the room also rose to their feet. "We shall leave you to make your decision."




    He raised one finger and everyone except the federation marshal and himself walked out of the room. The general followed but stopped and turned when he reached the door.




    "If your needle does not work, only divine intervention can ever bring freedom back to this world, Cassandra." The general used her forename for first time in his life. He stepped out and shut the door behind him.




    Cassandra gazed at the closed door for two full minutes before she spoke. "Yes General Berselmore but if it wasn't for your kind over the last century we may have had a beautiful planet by now."




    She reached forward to the instrument on the table, brought it up to her eyes, blinked three times and, without hesitation, reached for the blue pressure pad.


  




  

    *




  




  CHAPTER 1




  

    For a moment, he lay with his eyes closed. Everything seemed just right from the warmth of the blankets to the scent of almost new paint. He opened his eyes. It wasn't just right. In fact, everything was wrong!




    He stared around at a totally strange bedroom. To his left, red curtains glowed as morning sunshine shone through. The cream wallpaper and the plaster ceiling appeared quaint and almost old fashioned. Yet it and all the other fittings appeared to be brand new.




    "Oh hell," he muttered and sat up.




    He was on the left of a double bed. The right hand blankets were pulled back and he could see the indentation of another person on the crumpled sheets. He reached out and the sheets there felt warm. So he hadn't been in bed alone. Of course, he could smell body lotion. He could only guess why it was a familiar smell.




    Other items about the room came to his notice. Beneath the window was an armchair while beside it stood a wardrobe. Crumpled women's clothes were tossed haphazardly across the chair as if they'd been worn the day before. The wardrobe door was ajar and inside were female clothes, skirts, tops and the inevitable denim jeans.




    He gulped. Why would he think that the jeans were inevitable? Oh well, it didn't matter. On his side of the room was a dressing table that was also covered in woman's things such as combs, make up, lipstick and so forth. A half opened drawer showed frilly lingerie all neatly arranged but with the appearance of being recently ruffled through. Another chest of drawers further along also had an opened drawer. In it were men's clothes, his own he guessed.




    Should he call out? No, there was more he needed to know. He stepped out onto a soft carpet and glanced down. He was dressed in pajama shorts and nothing else. He ran a hand over a stubble of whiskers on his chin and found some clothes to wear. Yes, there were plenty to chose from ranging from casual t-shirts and shorts to crisp shirts and dark trousers. On a chair in the corner were more of his clothes, these ones wrinkled and discarded, probably the ones he'd worn the night before.




    As he walked across the room, he saw his reflection in the dresser mirror. He stopped, gulped and his heart raced. At least he recognized the thin angular shaped face and tanned body. He moved his left arm. The reflection followed. He turned and stared at himself.




    "Oh hell," he muttered for the second time and reached out to the mirror. It was cold and solid and the reflection of the opened palm under his own matched perfectly. He felt hot and saw perspiration above the eyebrows of his reflection. With shaking hands, he wiped his forehead as another question came to his attention.




    He had no idea what his name was!




    "So John Doe," he whispered. "The mystery deepens," Now why did he call himself that? He sat back on the bed and tried to create rational rather than just emotional thoughts.




    He was home in a bed that he shared with a woman. By the look of her clothes and other items, she was someone who lived with him on a permanent basis. Perhaps he had had some sort of medical attack such as a stroke. Now if that was correct, surely there would be pills or medicine nearby. A small drawer beside the bed revealed nothing but a watch, handkerchiefs and some coins...




    Coins! They were not the normal coins that he knew. He picked up a silver piece and examined it. On one side was a man's head and the words King George VI. King Emperor while the reverse side showed a bird. The words read, One Shilling, 1946.




    This was wrong! He never used shillings. He used...




    He shook his head and tears formed in his eyes. What was wrong with himself? He knew the money was wrong but didn't know what it should be; he didn't know his name but recognized his reflection. There was someone living with him, a woman who was part of his life but he couldn't even think what she might look like.




    His body erupted in an emotion. For several moments, he just sat on the bed and tried to remember but nothing entered his mind. He took a handkerchief from the drawer and blew his nose as he was overcome with remorse.




    "Oh snap out of it," he whispered. "What will Rachel think?"




    Rachel! Of course. Her name was Rachel. Thoughts formed but went no further. There was no surname; no mental image of her and his own name was still not there. There was nothing else, just the name Rachel.




    "Rachel," he whispered over and over, as he dressed. "Rachel, are you there?" he called out.




    There was no answer.




    He ran out of the bedroom and yelled her name over and over as he searched through the unfamiliar house. The hallway outside the bedroom led to a kitchen and living space where the sun was shining through the windows. He stopped and grabbed the doorframe. The room was all wrong. Where were his computer, television and cell phone?




    John, as he called himself, shook his head and wiped his sweaty face with the handkerchief still clutched in his hand. What did those words mean? He had no idea!




    The kitchen sink had the usual kitchen utensils stacked in a corner. There was a wooden table, chairs, a sofa and two armchairs in the middle of the room while on the opposite side a radio sat in a wooden cabinet. John walked over and saw it was plugged in to a wall socket. The plug! My God, it was a huge round one! He pulled it out. There were three prongs. Surely, they should be... Again, he knew they were not normal but he had no idea what so ever what normal was.




    More emotions and thoughts surged through his mind. He plugged the radio back in and clicked it on. The dial lit up and after several seconds, crackly classical music filled the air. He found another button, shifted the dial, the station disappeared and an ancient love song from a bygone era came from the one speaker. At least it sounded clearer than the classical music. The song finished and a formal male announcer told him nothing more than the name of the next record.




    Record? Wasn't that an archaic expression? It was all CDs DVDs and...oh hell, he couldn't grasp what those letters stood for either.




    John again stopped and attempted to take a grip on his emotions. He walked right though the house. It was quite small with two more bedrooms that looked unused, a bathroom with new looking but old-fashioned fittings, a laundry with an ancient wringer washing machine and frilly red curtains. Of course, Rachel was the arty one in the family.




    John grabbed the washing machine to steady himself. He could remember her! In his mind's eye, he saw a smiling woman, a beautiful young woman with long hair and gentle eyes. Rachel, he remembered her!




    But where was she!




    "Rachel!" he cried out yet again and headed outside.




    He stepped out onto a wooden floored veranda. Steps led down to a wooden fence and flower garden across a concrete driveway. John glanced to his left and saw the road behind a wooden front fence and small lawn.




    Other houses across the road were brick like the exterior of the one he stood outside




    "Rachel," he called in a quieter voice but expected no reply.


  




  

    *


  




  

    "Brent!"




    He leaped in fright and relief flowed through his veins. He knew both the voice and the name. It was his name. He wasn't a John Doe but Brent!




    Brent ran up the drive as the blonde woman he remembered rushed around a neighbor's front hedge into sight.




    "My God, Rachel," he cried and rushed towards her.




    She ran into his arms and cuddled in. She was sobbing and her whole body trembled as he hugged her in close.




    "What is it, Rachel?" he whispered as he brushed her cheek with his chin.




    She glanced up. Tears streamed from her eyes and her lips quivered. "Brent," she sobbed. "Brent, are you my...."




    "I think so, Rachel."




    The young woman let him go and stood back at an arm's length. "Brent, I know you," she whispered and burst back into sobbing tears. It was a moment before she spoke again. "But that's all, Brent. I remember nothing else ... Nothing! This street, the house or the cars are unknown. I remember nothing." She shook her head. "Only your name. Until I heard you calling I didn't even know that or remember my own name."




    She burst into tears again and tucked her head under his chin while he held her, gazed up the empty street over her shoulder and said soothing words to try to help. He bent down and placed a kiss on her cheek.




    "And what do you remember?" he whispered.




    Rachel accepted his handkerchief and wiped away tears. "Walking along this street. I knew I had never been here before but didn't know how I knew that. I realized I remembered nothing about myself, who I was or even my name. I guess I wandered on for half an hour. I think I walked right around the block for I came back to this street. For an unknown reason this street seemed important." She reached up and kissed him again as if she needed reassuring that he was still there. "When I heard your voice I recognized my name and in the same instance, your name came to me. I recognized you but you're the only thing I know. Nothing else makes sense. It just feels..." She shrugged. "You know?"




    "All wrong somehow?" Brent said and told of his own experiences that morning.




    Rachel stared across the road to where a small car was parked. "See that car?" she whispered.




    "Yes."




    "It's wrong, isn't it?"




    Brent frowned. "No, I think it's an ordinary car... oh hell!"




    The car seemed to be wrong! It looked new but was like a restored vintage car rather than a modern vehicle. More unusual, though, was that it was parked on the left side of the road and the driver's steering wheel was on the right.




    "It's different from what we would expect isn't it, Brent?' Rachel whispered.




    "Probably. They drive on the left here and I'd say that car is fifty or sixty years old," he said as a fuzzy memory formed in the back of his mind.




    "You remember?' Rachel whispered.




    "Sort of. When you mentioned it a though came into my mind. It was the same with the radio inside. I remembered more modern cars but I don't know what they are like."




    Rachel nodded up the driveway. "And is this the house where you woke up?"




    "Yes." Brent glanced at the letterbox. It had a fifteen on it. "Number fifteen but don't ask me the street name."




    "Powell Drive," Rachel whispered.




    "How did you remember that?"




    "I didn't really. I just read the signpost at the corner a minute ago. The name meant nothing to me."




    "Oh hell!"




    "So whatever has happened has affected both of us," Rachel whispered. "What say we go inside and try to piece everything together?" She sighed. "A quarter an hour ago I thought I was insane but now..."




    "I know," Brent replied.




    He took her hand as they walked back up the drive to the character type home at 15 Powell Drive. He assumed it was their home and at least he wasn't alone any longer. He felt Rachel squeeze his hand and glanced down at her. Her eyes were still red but when she smiled at him his mind filled with the love he knew he felt for her.




    That was a good beginning from which to build.


  




  

    *


  




  

    When they walked inside, Rachel set a fast pace as she walked though and examined everything. In the bedroom, she gazed at the unmade bed.




    "And you think I was asleep beside you?" she asked.




    "Somebody was," Brent replied. "The sheets were still warm."




    "I hope it was me?" she replied. She fixed him with a stare and sucked on her bottom lip.




    Brent flushed at her concerned look. "You probably woke up, found I was still asleep and decided to go for an early morning walk."




    "And really woke up half way down the street?"




    "If that happened, couldn't we have both awoken at the same time?"




    "You in bed and me on the street?"




    Brent nodded.




    "So I got dressed and sleepwalked between here and the street?"




    "Yes. Perhaps we were meant to awaken with us both in bed together."




    Rachel nodded. "It sounds logical but nothing else is." She walked over to the wardrobe, held a woman's dress up to herself and grimaced. She replaced it with other clothes that she held out. "They're all my size but look at them. They are all brand new."




    "So is everything else," Brent replied.




    Rachel sighed. "You noticed that, too?"




    "I'd say that you've never worn any of your clothes. Neither have I worn mine."




    Rachel held her left hand up. "My ring is new, too," she whispered. "I guess that means that if we are married it hasn't been for long."




    Brent rubbed his face. "And why do you say that?" he asked.




    "It's been rubbing." She held her ring finger out to show a circle of red skin beneath it. "Now, if I'd been wearing it for more than a few days I would have had that fixed, wouldn't I?"




    "So it's new like everything else?"




    "Probably." Rachel walked across to where her wrinkled clothes were tossed over the armchair. She picked them up and turned back to Brent with a nightgown in her hand. "Well, here's one answer," she said. "I must have changed into my clothes from this. It's the only thing here that's been worn."




    "Oh hell," Brent muttered. He pulled out another drawer but it only held socks. There was nothing in the room that provided them information about themselves or where they were."




    "Try the living room," Rachel suggested. "There must be a desk or drawer where we keep letters and documents."




    "Of course,"




    Brent walked through to the living room and glanced around. The only thing that looked remotely like a desk was a wall cabinet. It had glass doors at the top with ornaments, a set of wine glasses and a dinner set. Beneath this were three drawers. He opened them and sighed in disappointment.




    "What's wrong?" Rachel asked from behind him.




    "They're empty."




    "And brand new. I can even smell the new wood." Rachel moved beside Brent and slipped her arm through his. "There's nothing of ours here, Brent," she said. "There are no letters, photographs or bills to pay. It's like a hotel room, all neat and tidy but impersonal."




    'Perhaps if we've just shifted in, those things are still packed away in boxes."




    "And where are they? We've been right through the house."




    "So we'll try the garage."


  




  

    *


  




  

    The only other building on the property was a corrugated iron garage built for one vehicle. There was one side window and wooden front doors that swung open on massive hinges. Brent swung one half back and peered in the semi-darkness.




    "A car," he muttered.




    A small black car filled up three quarters of the available space. Like the one in the street, it looked quite ancient with a high roof, square shape and small windows. Again, though it was shiny and clean.




    Rachel opened the door and wriggled her nose. Smells brand new. She slid in behind the right hand side steering wheel and glanced down. "The keys are here," she said.




    "So see if it goes."




    "Right. Now where's the gear lever?"




    Brent walked around and sat in the passenger side while Rachel turned the key. Three lights shone red but nothing happened. She glanced across at Brent with disappointment in her eyes.




    Brent examined the dashboard and saw to two buttons that could be helpful. One had choke written on it and the other start. He pulled the choke out. "Pull the starter," he said. "You had to do that with these old cars."




    Rachel stared at him. "How do you know?" she whispered.




    "I guess when I saw it, my memory was jogged," Brent whispered.




    "Like when we saw each other?" Rachel never waited for a reply but pulled on the starter button, there was a whirr and the engine roared. A cloud of blue smoke poured out the exhaust. "It works," she said and turned the key off. The engine stopped and silence filled the garage.




    Brent felt annoyed. "Why did you that?" he grunted.




    "Priorities, Brent," the young woman replied. "If we just jump back and forth between everything we try we'll get nowhere. We were looking for any personal items or our identities, remember? So let's do that first. We can try the car out later."




    Brent glanced at her. She seemed quite a confident and determined person. He would probably have backed the car out and even driven it around the block.




    "Well," Rachel said. "Don't you agree or is there something else you remembered?"




    "You," Brent said.




    "What about me?"




    "You were always the determined one who made the decisions."




    "And that was bad?"




    "No of course not. In fact, I think that was why we..." Brent glanced out at the garage 's back wall.




    "Fell in love?"




    Brent smiled. "In the brief time we've found ourselves in this strange situation we've found out quite a lot. If our memories keep being jolted perhaps it'll soon clear completely and we'll remember everything."




    "Perhaps we don't want that," Rachel whispered.




    "Why?"




    "There's a reason why this has happened, Brent. Perhaps we have forgotten something so bad our minds have hidden it from us."




    "Both of us at exactly the same time?"




    Rachel pouted. "I'm only trying to help," she said.




    Brent reached across and tucked an arm around her shoulders. "And you are," he whispered. "Between us we'll find out what has happened. Now, let's see what else we can find out shall we? There's a pile of boxes on that back shelf. We can start with those."


  




  

    *




  




  CHAPTER 2




  

    The knock on the door made Brent jump in fright. He glanced across at Rachel who nodded and crept across to the window above the kitchen sink that overlooked the side verandah. She peeped out.




    "It's a girl," she whispered. "I think she's alone."




    Brent nodded and listened to the third tap. He opened the door and saw a young woman in her late teens dressed in a pink cotton sweatshirt and three-quarter length pants. She looked up at him with a nervous smile. Her clothes looked modern and almost out of place in the other surroundings. Brent frowned. How did he know that?




    The girl stepped back and appeared even more anxious. "Mr. Blackwood?" she asked.




    Blackwood? That name rushed into his mind. "Yes, sure." He smiled at the girl. "I'm Brent ...err ... Blackwood. Can I help you?"




    The girl broke into a smile and held out her hand, which Brent shook. "Thank God," she said. "I had visions of an old codger about Walter's age." She glanced over Brent's shoulders. "And you must be Mrs. Blackwood?"




    "Why yes, but call me Rachel." Rachel looked hesitant but stepped forward and also shook the girl's hand. "And you are?"




    The girl flushed. "Oops, sorry. I'm Jenny Musgrove. I guess you've heard of me." She laughed. "Don't believe everything old Walter wrote about me. He was such and old stick-in-the -mud." She bit on her bottom lip. "I know one shouldn't speak badly of the dead but..." She stopped and gave a shrug. "I know it's Sunday and you've got so much to do but..."




    "Come in, Jenny," Rachel said and Brent caught her slightly raised eyebrows as if she wanted him to follow her lead.




    Jenny stepped in and stared around. "What a lovely house," she said. "Much better than the post office apartment." She grinned again. "That's why I'm here, actually. When old Walter died and your job was advertised I thought I'd have to give my apartment up." She shrugged again. "It goes with the job but when Walter shifted out last year into his own place, I was offered it... being an employee and all..." She rattled on with her fast speech substituting her nervousness.




    "Sit down, Jenny," Rachel said. "We're glad you dropped in. Would you like a coffee or something to drink?"




    "A beer if you've got one?" The girl giggled. "Oh I know girls my age shouldn't and my parents would skin me alive if they saw me asking for a beer rather than attending church on a Sunday morning but..." She stopped and put an opened hand over her mouth as if she'd said too much. "Sorry, am I stopping you from attending today's church service."




    "No, we weren't going," Brent blurted out. He walked over to the refrigerator and saw there was a row of beer cans inside. He took three out and handed two to the others.




    Jenny took hers and pulled the tab back. Now wasn't that something modern, too? Fifty years ago drink came in bottles, brown ones usually.




    The girl sat down on as kitchen chair and crossed her legs, sipped her beer and waited as if her initial enthusiasm had burst.




    "So tell us everything about work," Rachel prompted.




    "Well the Betaham Post Office is only a small one and you're the new postmaster, of course," The eyes that looked at Brent were blue. "Rachel's second in charge and there's me... " She shrugged. "Officially I'm a counter assistant but in reality I do just about everything." She hesitated. "Well I did. Towards the end, old Walter made so many errors I had to go along behind him. You know he kept putting RD1 letters in the RD2 box and muddled people like getting the Cosgroves mixed up."




    "Cosgroves?" Rachel interrupted




    "Yeah, well there are a dozen of them in town, more or less all related. If a letter is addressed to Mr. Cosgrove, I have to sort out which family it was. Old Walter didn't have a clue."




    "And Walter's wife," Rachel added. "Was she employed at the post office?"




    "Walter never had a wife," Jenny whispered and her eyes became serious. "Said he didn't need one not with …" She hesitated and sucked on her lip before she continued talking. "It doesn't matter. He's gone now. Anyway, the post office went up a sub-grade, all the new people in town you know, so when it was advertised they added a new position. I applied for it but stood no chance, of course."




    "Why?' Brent asked and immediately wished he hadn't spoken. In normal circumstances, he'd know the reason.




    Jenny, though, never noticed. "It was advertised as a husband and wife duel appointment, but that's why you applied, I guess."




    "One of the reasons," Rachel said.




    Brent caught Rachel's eyes. Jenny was being far more helpful than she knew.




    "So you like your job?" Rachel asked.




    "Pretty good. I want to move out eventually. You know university or teacher's college in the city. Mum thought..."




    Mum? Why Mum and not Mom? Again unanswered questions flashed through Brent's mind.




    Jenny was still talking. "Mum said I was too young and needed a year's work experience. I've been at the post office for six months. With old Walter gone, it'll be good. I actually love the job especially when I do the rural deliveries on a Friday."




    "Which rural delivery?' Rachel asked with caution in her words.




    "Both. RD1 goes north of Betaham in the morning while RD2 goes the other way in the afternoon. They both take about three hours. On Friday, the mail needs to go out on the bus and Walter let me do the rural deliveries. He did them on the other two days."




    Brent laughed. "Sounds great," he said. "Do you know where the name Betaham comes from?"




    Rachel glared at him but again Jenny remained unsuspicious of the question. "Well it's Betaham Village really. I think the name came from an early settler. He was a Polish guy called Bestra Ta... something or other, you know one of those long unpronounceable surnames? It was shortened a couple of times and ended up as Betaham. Anyway, that's what they told us at high school."




    Again, Brent felt mystified. He was sure the word beta had a different meaning or was it a letter in a foreign language?




    "It doesn't matter now," Rachel whispered in his ear. She turned to Jenny. "So what say we go down to the post office and you can show us around?" she said in a louder voice.




    "Great!" Jenny replied. "If you don't mind the cramped space I'll take you down in the Morris Minor. It's in the drive." She gulped down the last of her beer and grinned. "Don't worry, the cops always sleep in on Sunday and one can doesn't put me over the limit, anyway."




    "We don't mind," Brent said.




    "You don't?' Jenny stared at him for a moment before she smiled. "Gee, I think you're both going to be great bosses."




    Brent glanced at Rachel who raised her eyebrows and grinned. The puzzle still had a hundred unmatched pieces. Perhaps with Jenny's help, though, they had pieced one corner together.


  




  

    *


  




  

    Brent sat in front seat of Jenny's tiny car and peered out while she roared through the deserted streets. More emotions fought through his mind as he tried to be logical. Jenny drove through four blocks of suburban houses but even these sent clouds of gloom through his mind. Nothing around jogged his memory. More things appeared wrong but he could come to a few conclusions as to why this was so. All the houses were like his own, brick bungalows that were, if his confused mind was correct, of a design that was in vogue almost a century before. However, they were all newly built and on new land. Lawns were crisp and cut; gardens in flower but all the trees and scrubs were small. In the whole suburb they drove through there were only a couple of mature trees.




    Power poles were everywhere with wires crisscrossing the road. He wasn't sure but it appeared that the ones on the left carried electricity while the opposite poles were telephone lines. Telephones? He thought of the one in their house. It was really just a wooden box with a handpiece on one side and a handle to spin around to call up the telephone exchange on the other. He was sure he had used more modern ones at some time in his past. Again, though, a concrete memory eluded him.




    They stopped at a major intersection where he saw something else unexpected. Rails ran along the middle of the wide street and a silver streetcar approached them. It glided by and he could see a handful of passengers inside.




    "Nobody uses the light rail on Sunday," Jenny said. "They're thinking of stopping Sunday services."




    Brent frowned and read the name National Rail along the side of the streetcar. Jenny called it a light rail. Wasn't that a different word from the one he'd use? He shrugged. Oh well, one more item to be added to the unanswered questions list.




    A hand clasped his shoulder and he glanced back. Rachel caught his eye. "I get those confused thoughts, too," she said.




    "What's wrong?" Jenny cut in.




    "It's just that some of the names here are different from what we're used to. I thought it was called a streetcar."




    Jenny laughed. "Never heard that before. Cars don't run on rails but the light rail does."




    Their conversation was interrupted when Jenny turned into another street, stopped at a traffic light and later turned into a commercial area. On both sides of the road were two story buildings, most built of bricks or concrete with verandahs out over the footpath, another new word that Brent learned from Jenny. Three light rail trains were parked in the middle of the street with their poles down and obviously not in use. On the right on another intersection was an imposing gray brick building with high windows and concrete columns.




    "The post office and home," Jenny said.




    "I thought it was only a small post office," Rachel said.




    "Yeah, someone bumbled on that," Jenny said. She stopped at another red light. "The building is actually used by all the government services. We only have a tiny corner part, the police are next door and other government departments use the next floor. I'm in the penthouse." She grinned turned right across the intersection, slowed and turned left through a narrow alleyway behind the building. The small courtyard they arrived in only had room for three or four vehicles and one space was used by an ancient looking van.




    "The rural delivery van," Jenny said. She pulled in beside it.




    When they were all out of the car, Jenny glanced up at Brent. "What do you want to see first? My apartment is up those stairs..." She nodded at a zigzag of outside stairs. "The post office door is the red one to your left."




    "We'd love to see your apartment," Rachel said. "A penthouse, you said?"




    Jenny laughed. "Yeah, it sounds quite grand, doesn't it? I call it that because it's at the very top under the building dome you can see from Main Street. It's quite poky really."
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