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	Foreword.


	 


	Southern Mexico.


	AD2032


	The air was warm and moist. My body was safe, encased in black neoprene as I slithered along a grass surface, long grass that parted easily.


	I was death, silent death.


	The knife, the bow were my weapons, they were a part of me, a special part of me.


	I tasted the air. 


	Alcohol, food, sweat, fart gas.


	My victim awaited me. He was guarding monsters, men and women who preyed on the young and innocent.


	My knife ended his life. He felt little pain. He died with his lifeblood staining his shirt, his features calm, eyes staring blankly at the stars, brilliant in a quarter-moonlit sky. 


	He seemed to be around seventeen, the beginning of a fine-haired moustache barely visible on his upper lip.


	His companions departed the same way, all of them young; one of them barely in his teens.


	Followed by my team, over fifty highly-trained assassins, thirsting for blood, I soon had the house in sight. 


	For more freedom of movement I rolled my black suit down to my hips leaving the upper part of my body free. My colleagues told me later I’d made an eerie sight as only the upper part of my naked torso was visible. 


	I took out my weaponry, made my bow ready and set an arrow in place.


	As we prepared ourselves for assault something unexpected happened, a gas lamp at a ground floor window ignited, and a man, naked, appeared through the doorway facing us. He was dragging a young girl, around twelve-years-old, also naked, by her long black hair. 


	Her hands were tied behind her and she was sobbing. 


	He was towing her towards a barrel set on a trestle, and it was obvious what was about to take place. 


	As soon as he stopped I let fly and my arrow pierced his throat and emerged out of the back his neck.


	The girl stopped as he released her and on seeing the arrow she screamed and sped off past me. 


	Several seconds later a dozen men and women, all of them naked, appeared as they exited the doorway calling out when they saw the girl disappear into the night, ceasing as they saw the corpse. 


	I grabbed my quiver and my arrows and they joined the hail of death that came swishing past me.


	This was followed by our heavies’; six heavily-armed and armoured giants, Mexican police, who ran past me and into the house yelling and screaming and spraying anything that resembled a target, male or female with their Kalashnikovs while I waited outside with the others picking off anybody who escaped the carnage 


	We rescued thirty-five boys and girls that night; they were locked away, tied hand and foot, naked in a cold and dark cellar. 


	We found what clothes they had and dressed them, taking blankets from the upstairs bedrooms to cover those who had none.


	We burned that hovel to the ground, along with the dead and wounded, my six guards included.


	We brought the kids to the landing zone where a dozen Chinooks were waiting to bring them to safety, back to their families and us back to the police training camp.


	We were a mixture of professional assassins. The two dozen accompanying Mexican police were trained by us, we had been schooling them in suburban and jungle warfare and this was their first ‘outing’, disposing of a large gang of murderers, drug dealers kidnappers, rapists and paedophiles, over fifty in all. 


	We thought we would be doing this for a living, training or executing, ridding the third-world countries of none-human scum until retirement but that was not to be. 


	I looked at my companions as we flew home to Britain. 


	I wondered if the situation would have been different if we, had had a better upbringing, but ‘what-ifs’ were only a dream.


	 I was one of many who didn’t have a happy childhood.


	But that was behind us, we didn’t think about our future, we lived for today…




 


	 


	 


	 


	Part One.


	 


	Chapter One.


	 


	Mary. 


	Manchester 2016.


	              Grunts of lust, combined with squeals of protest, followed by repeated blows of bone on flesh, which resulted in silence brought on by semi-consciousness. The following sounds were ones of pleasure for one party and pain for another, while a third party laughed, hands clapping in time with the body slaps as a man took his pleasure, not stopping until he succumbed to ultimate gratification.


	Mary Collins, sixteen years old, lay sprawled naked over her bed covers, her knees on the floor, her thighs apart. Her features, first contorted in pain, were now calm. Blood leaked from her nose and mouth, and her eyes stared blankly. The last thing she heard before her drunken stepfather closed her bedroom door was her drug-addicted mother, cackling in the hallway.


	 


	Two Years later.


	Eighteen-year old Mary Collin’s nose wrinkled as soon as she entered the squalid room. 


	She looked down at her mother lying naked in a mixture of her own excrement and urine on the floor of her bedroom, the hypodermic needle still inserted inside the barely visible vein in her forearm.


	Avoiding the mess, she stood astride her, squatted down and carefully lowered her posterior onto the other’s chest. The gentle breathing ceased; the head jerked a dozen times, mouth wide like a drowning fish, and then lolled to one side, and was still.


	She rose up and left the room without a backward glance, closing the door quietly behind her.


	***


	At the local cemetery, Mary, dressed in black, stood next to her intoxicated father at her mother’s graveside while an elderly vicar finished his eulogy with a prayer. “…ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Now let us pray. Our Father…”


	She joined in, her lips moving silently.


	Her father, swaying drunkenly, turned away and stumbled off falling drunkenly, rising after vomiting, cursing loudly.


	***


	Two days later, back home, upstairs; Mary’s inebriated stepfather accosted her as she came out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around her ample body. He pulled the towel from her, grinning.


	She stood there, arms by her side … waiting.


	The last time he tried to have his way with her she’d kneed him in the testicles; this time she head-butted him breaking his nose after which she pushed him down the stairs.


	After she changed her clothes she descended the stairs, stepped over the inert body, took out her mobile and dialled. “Ambulance, please. Fatal accident I’m afraid. Male. No, no pulse. Drunk, fell down the stairs. Looks like his neck is broken. Yes of course, the address is…”


	 


	My Story. 


	An Unchartered Life.


	Two days after my mother’s funeral, and almost an hour after my step-father’s accidental death, I watched from the doorway from our house as an ambulance pulled away. A police woman, standing next to me, closed her notebook and said, “There’ll be an inquest about the accident. But I don’t see any difficulty arising from it, as alcohol was evidently the cause of his demise, a broken spine after a fall down a flight of stairs, but you’ll have to attend, as you were witness to it.” She looked at me, her brow slightly raised as I dabbed my eyes with a tissue. “Will you be alright on your own, luv?”


	“Yes, thanks,” I lied, “I have an aunt I can turn to if need be.”


	She pocketed her notebook. “I’ll be on my way then,” she said and walked off.


	I pulled on the duffel coat I’d been holding, closed the door and set off down the garden path, free at last.


	After weeks of unsuccessful job applications, most of them turned down on my part, I stood facing a smartly-dressed army sergeant, seated at his desk. He looked up from the form he had been studying. “So, Miss Mary Collins, you want to join the army. Is there any particular branch? What is your intended vocation?”


	“I always wanted to be an athlete,” I said, “I did pretty well at school, but now that I’m an orphan I would like to travel. Learn whatever the army wants to teach me.”


	“Really, anything specific?”


	“How to shoot for a start.”


	              He lowered his voice, “You mean…to kill?”


	I nodded just the once and said, “Exactly.”


	The soldier picked up an old-fashioned telephone, pressed a button and waited. On hearing the voice at the other end he straightened up and said, “I may have found what you are looking for, sir.”


	He looked up at me as he listened. “Yes, she’s well-built; the athletic type.” He listened for a few seconds more then replaced the receiver. 


	He stood up and came out from behind his desk. “Follow me, please.”


	I walked behind him as he left the room; I was excited to say the least.


	 


	Training.


	The multiple sounds of heavy breathing caused by physical exertion filled the cold, misty air as a thirty-strong team of male and female trainee soldiers pounded along a well-worn track with me in their midst. 


	We were pursued by two army physical training instructors who never got out of breath, and were able to run forever, simply because they weren’t carrying full back packs like their victims, namely us.


	One of them, a woman, screamed, “Keep moving, this isn’t a holiday-outing, if you’ve had enough then turn round and go home to your mammy.”


	The path dropped steeply and for the next five minutes or so we slid, and hopped or jumped over rocks, stones and small boulders while the instructors screamed at us incessantly.


	One of the group, a well-built youth, stumbled and fell. The male instructor bent over him as he lay there panting hoarsely. “Who told you to lie down, Laddie? Get up, on yer feet, move it.” He turned on a female recruit who was walking carefully down the path, stepping carefully over the rocks and stones, which, I was sure, were laid out for our benefit, and asked her quietly, “Would yer like a walking stick, or do you want to lean on me, Missie?”


	A smile invaded her features as he held out his arm like a gentleman would.


	But this cold-hearted bastard was no gentleman and her smile vanished as the instructor screamed, inches from her face, “Keep moving you bloody useless piece of shit,” and he watched as I and others stumbled past him. “Call yerselves soldiers, ma wee babby can do better, you lazy, useless sods.”


	We approached a broad, swiftly-moving stretch of water of indeterminate depth. I looked at my colleagues, not much older than myself, on either side of me, puffing and blowing like race horses as their breath clouded the air.


	One of the males faltered as we neared the stream; he received a prod in the back from the end of a yard-stick from one the instructors. “Keep moving ladies, it’s only water.”


	With the water just above our ankles, we stumbled as our booted feet encountered large, loose slime-covered pebbles beneath the surface. We staggered on, cursing under our breath, out of the water and made their way up a long and steep, grass-covered bank.


	“Keep moving, nobody said you were to stop,” called out the female instructor.


	The other joined in, “This is not a bleedin’ ‘oliday camp you slack buggers.”


	A number of the group slipped on the wet grass and fell to their knees. Without pausing we helped our comrades to their feet, after which we pulled one another along until we reached the top.


	The male instructor called out, “That’s the way to do it, boys and girls; team work.”


	“Take that smile off yer face, Laddie, this isn’t a birthday party,” screamed the other.


	I looked behind me at my four team members. 


	Despite their tender age they were a tough bunch, not once had any one of them complained about the harsh treatment from the cajoling and screaming instructors. 


	They drilled into us daily, the need to survive not only as individuals but as a unit.


	“You there, stop bloody dreamin’ an’ move it.”        


	We moved on down towards a slowly-moving river, bringing groans from most of the group.


	As we reached the bank we stripped off our clothing and footwear, stuffed our kit into our backpacks, handed them over to the instructors waiting in a motorised rubber dingy. We jumped or dove into the ice-cold water and swam across to the other side where we climbed out and waited, shivering.


	The instructors came across in the rubber dinghy with the equipment, screaming at the stragglers. After distributing the backpacks they screamed and shouted at us as we dressed. One girl was gazing at a youth’s semi-aroused penis as he hopped around with one foot in his underpants.


	The male instructor snook up behind her and screamed in her ear, “What are you gawpin’ at Missie, never seen a boy’s wee wully before?”


	A youth was gazing at several girls’ posteriors as they bent over. The same instructor rounded on him. “An’ you, Laddie, stop looking at the ladies fannies, you’ll only go blind after wankin’ yerself silly.”


	I and all the others knew he couldn’t have been any farther from the truth. The lad in question grinned at me. The pair of us had been partners since day one and if the truth were known we’d all be doing it as soon as we returned to barracks, fornicating like rabbits, despite our knackered state, in the showers at first. Fifteen pairs of sex-hungry teenagers banging away to their hearts content, our only enjoyment for the years to come; in fact it was the only thing that kept us going, whenever the chance arose.


	*** 


	Six weeks later we stood to attention, two squads of young male and female recruits, fifteen in each, before an army officer. “You have passed the physical endurance phase of your training. You will be trained further in unarmed combat, you will be taught how to become proficient with all manner of weapons and how to use them in the dark, and also under water.”


	 




	 


	 


	 


	Chapter Two.


	 


	Ten Years Later.


	Ridley Army Barracks. 


	We stood to attention, two squads of  male and female highly trained and experienced assassins, fifteen in each, before an army officer. “Your contingent has been disbanded. You have served your country well. Thank you.”


	              The toffee-nosed git’ sauntered off leaving us to the attention of an RSM, whose nickname was ‘Chalky’, his surname being White and who we considered our boss, more like a stepfather, a considerate one at that, one whose bark … well you know what I mean, and he told us in an amiable tone, “You have been disbanded because of cuts in defence,” he said without preamble, “Off you go to the paymaster, collect your papers and then get changed and hand in your equipment. If you’re still interested in this line of work then come and see me, I’ll be in the NAAFI canteen having a cuppa, you can have one too, on me.”


	***


	Chalky looked up from his newspaper as all thirty of us entered the almost empty room. 


	I stepped forward with my partner for the past five years, Charlie Brand a well-built son of anarchy if ever there was one. I spoke up, as I’d been elected, “We are all interested, sir, what have you got?”


	              He glanced round the empty room and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, please be seated and listen to what I have to tell you.”


	              First he explained that this was the parting of the ways. We would never see one another again and we were not to take up contact with one another otherwise our contracts would be terminated.


	              We all nodded in agreement, we’d learned to listen, digest and then do what the fuck we wanted anyway.


	              Then he told us our talents, everything we had learned would be put to full use, killing quietly, deaths made to look like an accident or heart failure or a stroke. He let that sink in as he knew we were all proud of the fact that we knew all the ways to end a life with the minimum of fuss as he had trained us using real-life victims.


	              He handed out addresses which we were to memorise and hand back to him, after which, he shook hands with us and left us alone.


	              We looked at one another and we neither shook hands nor embraced, without a word, a kiss or even a tear - we were a hard lot.


	 


	Final Instructions.


	In a small darkened room, lit by one overhead light bulb, in a government building in the centre of Manchester, I sat opposite an elderly, grey-haired balding man, who introduced himself as Chambers.


	I wore a smart, grey two-piece and a white blouse, my blond hair trimmed short.


	Chambers stared at me unblinking from across his desk. He had a sheet of paper before him. His features were relaxed and his eyes reminded me of a dead fish. Before him were two telephones, one black and the other green. The only other item was a laptop. As soon as he spoke the words died inside the sound-proofed room. I imagined it was a room were lies were told, a room where secrets were discussed or exchanged. “Where have you taken up residence,” he said.


	“I’ve rented a bed-sitter here in Manchester.”


	“Alone I hope”


	“Yes of course, I’m unattached.”


	“And you have no relations?”


	“My parents are dead; I have no siblings or blood relations that I know of.”


	“Do you own or have access to a computer or laptop?”


	Always untruthful when being cautious I told him, “Modern technology does not interest me; I have my mobile for emergencies, that’s all I need, and you have the number.”


	He opened a drawer, took out a sheet of paper and read out loud, albeit while staring at me from time to time.


	 “On June the 7th, 2028, her majesty’s governments decided that due to overcrowded prisons, overworked police forces and the unstable judicial systems that all serious crimes will be dealt with by legal termination.”


	He looked up at me for a few seconds, in which I remained still and attentive, despite the uplift the thought of killing gave me … and then continued.


	“These serious offenders will be, as soon as enough evidence is found, hunted down and executed. In order to facilitate this, men and women with special talents will be chosen from the country’s military forces to undertake this onerous task. Only top government departments and certain elements of the police force are to be informed of this decision. You have been chosen; do you accept?”


	Having to put up with sexual abuse from an early age, and having a junkie for a mother it would be like poetic justice, so I nodded. “Certainly,” I said and added, “when do I start?”


	‘So, I’ve got my old job back, killing for a living.’


	I expected my quiet outburst to have an effect on the man, but he continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “There are certain conditions though, these people are condemned to die, but you can’t go around shooting or stabbing people on the streets, even at night. You will probably have to shoot one or two, for your own safety, but the majority of deaths must appear as an accident, illness, or suicide, otherwise the media would trump up all sorts of stories.”


	‘My speciality it seemed.’


	“I won’t have a problem with that, sir; am I to work alone?”


	“In the area designated to you, yes. Others have been contacted, but you will have nothing to do with them. Your paths may cross while travelling, but that would be a rare coincidence.”


	“Are they from my old unit?”


	His answer was something I expected.


	“If you see someone from the past, ignore them, as they will ignore you.  As far as they are concerned, you do not exist. You have no identity anymore, not even a number. You are known only to me. I am your controller and you are my only operative. You see the less known by all, the better. Have you any questions?”


	“I assume I will be paid well for this, as army pay sucks.”


	Reaching into a drawer he took out a number of items, his expression unchanging his eyes on me. “You have two accounts, one with the company name, Condiments International.” 


	His tone softened as he said, “This is your own personal account, for your salary.” Then he continued, louder, “The other is for Industry Norm Inc, for any expenses incurred such as travel, automobiles, weaponry and so on. You will receive 8,000 Euro a month, in advance. I have chosen a place for you to live, at our cost, Ravens Court, here’s the address and your credit cards, and the pin numbers are here. Take a taxi there, you will find transport in the building’s underground garage, just mention my name when you ask for the key.”


	He passed several cards and a large envelope across the desk; I took them and pocketed them.


	“You will receive your instructions by post, daily, except weekends.”


	“So, weekends are free?”


	“No, officially your work is twenty-four-seven, as they say, after you carry out your tasks, your time is your own. Christmas day is free time.”


	              ‘Christmas, you bloody moron. I never knew Christmas.’


	***


	After collecting my clothes and other belongings from the barrack’s temporary accommodation, I rode by taxi to my new abode, a somewhat remote, modern fifteen-floor expensive-looking apartment block high on a wooded hillside next to a small copse in what was once known as Heaton Park in North Manchester.


	I noted the numerous security cameras outside and in the lobby and was surprised to see an elaborate concierge’s desk with a glass-walled office and half-a-dozen monitor screens. I approached the uniformed man on duty, a tall, well-built, dark-haired individual with an army haircut. “Mr Chambers told me you have a key for me.”


	“Certainly, Miss, he called us and told us to take care of you,” he said and handed me a key-card, “Top floor, penthouse suite.”


	There was something in the way he said, ‘take care of you’ that set a clock ticking inside my head, and I decided I would have to keep my eyes open all the time, day and night.


	Forsaking the lift, a choice based on experience, also being a fitness freak, I arrived inside my apartment and after opening the envelope from Chambers and reading the instructions I went on a tour of the place. 


	 


	After opening an electrically-operated sliding door I knew how Aladdin must have felt inside the robber’s cave. I found all possible weaponry from firearms to crossbows and all known poisons and hypo-sprays, plus armour, and a wardrobe full of official uniforms and other disguises, wigs for one, and including passes under fictitious names.


	I conducted an extensive search for bugs and found none.


	I took a shower, and afterwards, wearing just a towel around my head, I stood on the balcony and looked out over the city, its lights dancing in the dying heat, while watching the red-orange sun sink through the smog.


	***


	The following morning, in my post box, situated in the lobby I found one red envelope.


	In my personal underground garage, on sub-level three, I found a number of vehicles. A brand-new hybrid Porsche, a battered-looking Ford, a monster Chrysler 4x4, a four-cylinder 1000 cc, BMW motorcycle and a Toyota Electro-glide.


	In a lock-up, in the garage, I found cases of explosive devices, electronic hardware and cylinders of gas marked with a skull and cross-bones.


	I opened the red envelope and read through the info. I had everything I needed for my first job. Yes, I was a little excited, it was a big one.


	 


	 




	 


	 


	Chapter Three.


	 


	To begin with…


	I was born into a world filled with violence; beaten, sodomised and raped from childhood by my drunken stepfather. But today, it wasn’t violent towards me; it was the other way round. I soon found out that I felt more at peace dealing with things through aggression. It was clear to me that this was a most agreeable way of life, as the ability to afflict pain and suffering on others, without regret, after years of being on the receiving end, was something that came naturally to me, like eating, drinking and breathing.


	Most people would find this difficult to grasp; so, just envisage not having a conscience, none at all. No feelings of guilt or remorse no matter what you did; no limiting sense of concern for the well-being of strangers, friends, or even family members. Imagine no struggles with shame, no matter what kind of harmful or immoral action you had taken. The concept of responsibility is unknown to you, except as a burden others seem to accept without question, like gullible fools.


	You can do anything at all, and your advantage over other people, who are kept in line by their consciences, will remain undisclosed. In this case you can live your life to the full, doing whatever you please.


	You can even play God. 


	I was issued, each time, with a photo of the customer - my pet name for the intended recipient or culprit - a description of his or her movements, the home address, place of work and other relevant details.


	My favourite method of execution was strangulation and asphyxiation. Even having access to all known poisons I favoured the latter more often than not. 


	It was less messy and sometimes convenient. I only used the bullet, knife or garrotte when the need arose. Apart from the hypo-spray, there were other methods of administering a poison, but these were used against groups or gangs.


	To be truthful, I needed the individual cases, especially the ‘close proximity’ ones, or the soft strangulation followed by a snap of the spinal cord or the push down a long flight of steps. 


	I enjoyed the body contact, experiencing death at close hand, highly exhilarating.


	The one I had this morning, an ‘imperative’ one - hence the red envelope – he was a scruffy individual who had been spotted photographing children at a playground and one could guess what his next move would be after sharing his ‘snaps’ with his paedophile pals.


	He lived alone in a tenement block, flat number 15a, unemployed, living on social security, bleeding the country dry while he carried out his paedophilic practices. His flat was on the top floor. He had a balcony where he’d spend most of the day observing infants in a nearby playground, and kids in the school yard on the other side of the road. He’d watch girls doing hand-stands against the wall with their skirts tucked inside their knickers, or boys peeing in the bushes. I spotted him from the car park; he was up there now with his binoculars.


	Perfect!


	I entered the building and jogged the fifteen flights of steps easily.


	Opening his front door was child’s play. 


	I tried to stay quiet, but the problem was he didn’t have a normal carpet, just linoleum. His floor was sticky from spilled beverages and partly-covered with food wrappers and half-empty take-away cartons.


	He became aware of me as I traipsed noisily through his garbage.


	The balcony door was open, which was a good thing, as the place stank to high heaven.


	He heard me and called out, “Who the fuck are you?”


	He was a disgusting sight wearing worn-out carpet slippers and a grubby, food-stained dressing gown, which was open. He was naked too; an obese, hairy individual with a tiny dick and a sagging scrotum.


	I said, “You haven’t paid your gas bill,” and walked out onto the balcony. Not being a great talker, I jabbed him straight-fingered in the throat, and while he was trying to breathe I peered over the balcony to see if the ground was clear, which it was. I pushed him against the railing before he could fall down and grabbed him around the knees from behind and heaved him over the edge.


	Before I left, I placed an overturned chair on the balcony, after carefully damaging one of the legs. It would read ‘accidental death’ in the papers.


	 


	Nosey schoolgirls.


	Jenny Cotton, one of a number of twelve-year old girls playing hop-scotch in the school playground during the mid-morning break, called out, “Bloody hell, look, someone’s just fell off the balcony.”


	Her friends turned and followed her gaze, too late to see the figure fall from the eleventh floor of a tenement block. They heard a scream from over the way. One of her friends, Sandra, turned to her, grinning. “Thought you were taking the piss, let’s go an’ ‘ave a look.”


	***


	A man lay in a spreading pool of blood, brain matter, urine and faeces outside the pizzeria based at the bottom of the twenty-storey apartment complex. 


	A man of mid-European heritage ran out of his shop, stopped as he saw the corpse and ran back inside his hand covering his mouth.


	Mary, her task completed, exited by the main entrance to the building, glanced at the corpse as she made her way through the growing crowd of nosey shoppers and passed a group of hurrying schoolgirls.


	She arrived at the car park where she drove off in a beat-up Ford.


	The schoolgirls arrived panting, and pushed their way through the gathering crowd, and stared down at the gory mess and the blank-eyed corpse. They grinned at one another, took out their digital cameras and commenced taking snapshots.


	***


	It was early March, birds singing, spring had arrived. 


	I’d kept my old mobile even though I had purchased a drawer full of prepaid ones for emergencies; you never know when, do you.


	The damn thing buzzed on the table and slid across the glassy surface. The apparatus, voice controlled, stopped its erratic waltz as I spoke, “Collins!”


	              I heard a familiar voice, “Hello, Mary. Have you got the time to spare, I have to talk with you?”


	              I looked at the wall clock in my apartment; just after seven am, she sounded troubled. “Sure, Helen, when shall I come?”


	              “Now, please.”


	              I had the time so I said, “Okay, I’m on my way.”


	              I downed the rest of my coffee and took the mug into the kitchen and rinsed it out. I had been expecting something like this, but it wouldn’t harm my cover as Helen was a true friend. She was also a lesbian to my bisexuality, we weren’t lovers even though we’d had sexual escapades on many occasion when we were young and I wondered what my decision would be if she came on to me; also the outcome and if I was up to it.


	***


	As I left the car, I looked up at the second floor apartment window where a woman of similar age stared down at me. Her name was Helen Winters, an old school friend, the only real friend I’d ever had, or wanted even.


	I thought back over the years; when we were in school together, inseparable, washing one another intimately in the gym showers. It was her naïve honesty that caught my attention; I was curious how she would progress through life.


	We parted company in 2018 when I left school, no big goodbyes, just - “Tara, see ya.”


	 ***


	As I stood there looking up at Helen, I recalled the first time she’d phoned me. I’d forgotten all about her after leaving school; army training does that to you they say. We’d arranged to meet the next day in the Mall.


	I hardly recognised her. Her breasts had swelled out and the rest of her body had better curves than my own. Her eyes still held that childish innocence though, and her voice, which used to be a squeaky, girlish sound, had changed to soft and throaty, and she had a mouth that oozed sensuality, and I felt something stir deep down inside me.


	We sat inside a small coffee shop in St Anne’s Square and talked for hours, our second cup of coffee standing cold between us. 


	She’d spotted me in the city the day before as she rode past in a taxi. She’d exited the vehicle, but her search for me had been in vain. 


	She’d found my number later that day using the resources supplied by her employer, a detective agency specialising in insurance fraud.


	I was glad Helen had found me, not so much happy-glad, but a sort of feeling that displaced the sense of isolation that had accompanied me over the years. And I cared for her in my own cold and calculated way; not a loving care, but a care based on the need for a companion, a soul-mate, someone I could lean on, and the other way round. I needed, for some unfathomable reason, someone to care for, something that helped me keep a grip on reality.


	I wondered about the schoolgirl intimacies exchanged in the showers, the pubescent love-making a relief from the rape and sodomy I suffered almost daily at home. In our innocence we looked upon our mutual pleasuring, kissing one another’s bodies, stroking one another’s genitals as fun, until Helen achieved her first orgasm, followed quickly by mine.


	It was something we looked on as masturbation, fingering each other, even using our tongues as we grew more inquisitive. For me, that was all it was, but with Helen it was to be a taste of the future as she became a confirmed lesbian. We would meet as often as she could slip away from her strict, catholic mother, and now I wondered if her nearness would cause us to continue as lovers.


	This was something I could do without now that I’d embarked on a new career, I didn’t need involvement.


	I’m not a lesbian, I realized I was bisexual when I seduced one of the boys in the neighbourhood both of us at the not so innocent age of thirteen.


	It was something I kept secret at the start from Helen until a week later ending in a threesome, writhing on the grass with my head between Helen’s thighs and Bob and his huge willy’ humping me from behind for hours on end, a thing we did often in those days; when the opportunity arose, which did frequently.


	After coffee and a giggling, memory-jerking chat, we went shopping and visited a snotty-looking boutique where Helen picked up a Tanga slip, but didn’t buy it; she said she saw no point in it. 


	She tried on a couple of silk blouses, but decided they were ‘not her thing’; too feminine she said.


	 She mouthed a kiss to the young shop assistant; and it seemed to me that it was maybe the only reason for going there, as the girl watched her leave with sheep’s-eyes and a hopeful expression; and I felt a slight resentment towards the poor kid.


	This innocent act between two lesbians didn’t bother me, Helen had her own life to lead, and as long as nobody hurt Helen intentionally, physically, then life would continue as normal.


	We separated after leaving the shop, first exchanging mobile telephone numbers, promising to stay in touch, which we did regularly, but we never came into physical contact due to the pressure of work from both of us…and then came that phone call, almost a year ago to the day and I’d wondered why Helen had sounded so hapless.


	I’d hurried to her and knocked on an apartment door that opened immediately. I entered after which we embraced wordlessly, her bra-less breasts pressed firmly against my own, her breath warm on my neck, her kiss a soft petal-like brush against mine. With my innards heating up we proceeded into the interior with me ready to strip off.             


	But, we seated ourselves on the sofa and held hands with my brain ticking over at full speed.


	Helen, wearing designer jeans and a low-cut tight fitting tank-top, dabbed her eyes; which were red-rimmed. “Thanks for coming, Mary,” she said.


	              “I said I would come. What’s the matter, why’ve you been crying?”


	“Simon is dead,” she whispered.


	I looked at the photo an 11-year-old boy on the coffee table, the boy there was a stranger to me. “Simon! What happened??


	              “They said it was a stroke; a stroke at twenty-seven, can you believe that?”


	              I became infected with a feeling of loss; it was Helen’s loss, therefore mine too. “Oh, no, when was this?”


	              “Just over a month ago, his autopsy was an on-going thing, a mystery so-to-speak. It was on a Sunday, at home, all alone. They said if somebody had been with him, he’d be alive; partially lame, perhaps, but alive.”


	“He wasn’t married then?”


	              Helen looked down at the floor. “No, he was gay. It must run in the family.”


	“You make it sound like a crime.”


	“He was talking about moving in with someone, a colleague at work, Anton Jennings, an anaesthetist.”


	I thought about my future appointments. “When’s the funeral?”


	“Friday, they released Simon’s body yesterday and everything is arranged,” she said, “Will you come, please?”


	“Of course I will, I was about to ask you if I should.”


	“It’s at nine,” she said, “It’s over an hours’ drive from here though.”


	“Don’t you worry; I’ll be here at seven-thirty.”


	“Good, as I need your company, you give me strength.”


	I examined her features; she needed sleep and probably hadn’t eaten since hearing the news. “Have you eaten today?”             


	“No.”


	I stood and pulled her to her feet; we hugged for a while but that was it, no fingers sliding between my thighs no French kiss, just a plain old hug. I felt content and knew what my feelings were for her, I cared for her still and I wanted her, I had never wanted her so badly before now, but this was not the time. “I’ll make coffee and toast,” I said, “you boil some eggs.”


	I’d left soon afterwards as I had something outstanding, something waiting in the city…


	***


	A beat-up saloon car cruised down a dimly-lit side street and stopped. A scantily-dressed woman weaved her way unsteadily towards it. 


	The side window whined down and the woman, a prostitute, stuck her head through the opening. She remained there for a number of second, and then stepped back clutching her throat, after which she fell to the pavement where she lay still. The car moved quietly on and the window wound up.


	***


	On Friday I dressed in a black, knee-length skirt, a black cotton blouse with a matching suede jacket and black flat-heeled shoes. 


	After I emptied my post box I made my way down to the security garage. I chose the Toyota Electro-glide, as Helen’s place wasn’t far and neither was our destination.


	              She was dressed in black, mini-skirt, black satin blouse and black, low-heeled shoes


	The weather gods smiled down that day. It was pleasantly warm and the air was still, as if in respect for Simon’s passing.


	The chapel in the village where Simon and Helen were born was full. I was surprised at the turnout, almost two hundred people of all ages. Most of them were from the village, Helen explained, including young people from her childhood who greeted her tearfully.


	I didn’t know a soul, as I came from the city. For me it was a handshake, for Helen a tearful hug.


	The sermon was short and to the point, about Simon serving the community, taking care of the sick and injured, devoting his life to his profession.  The crowd of mourners followed the pall-bearers with their burden to the cemetery and on to an open grave. A small service conducted by a cleric ensued. The coffin was lowered into the ground; prayers were said and soon after the congregation slowly dispersed.
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