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Epigraph


„An angel has no name.

He can, however, bear yours

at any time.

(Albrecht Goes)
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    Winter

    Christmas was near. “All roads lead home in the end,” he thought. This road always seemed to lead uphill for everyone, even if in reality it didn’t. One’s heart should be light going home but, of course, this depends on the quality of going home. Frankly, he didn’t have a problem with the notion of home, it was just that it didn’t seem to exist any more. There used to be one. It was up the mountain but it didn’t prove to be big enough, so he left because he felt he needed more space to expand his existence. Later, he realized he didn’t need that much space to live because everyone had died who meant home to him. People constitute your home. It was thus rather difficult for him to drive up that hill, even if the countryside was so beautiful around the meandering roads after leaving the highway. Here the roads were no longer cleaned and the snow-chains were crunching, leaving short-lived marks in the fresh snow.

    The dark blue Ford Scorpio was climbing the tree-covered mountain roads. Once it reached a certain height, all the small hills, plains and silver ribbons of mountain rivers remained under the dull, pearl-grey clouds. The sunlight bounced back sparkling from the windscreen.

    He was approaching the pass which was the only way to reach the little town secluded within the mountains. This is why they kept it clean from the snow like a shrine, doing their best; not that they hadn’t been prepared for winters lasting as long as years in terms of survival. The pass was thus clean to expect visitors. Its high, steep walls on both sides were besieged by the northerly wind. It had been protecting the town which had been secluded in the valley within the peaks of mountains for centuries and whose sight was reminiscent of a jewellery box. It was gripping, especially in winter when it was dressed in an icy, fluffy dress surrounded by the scents of the holiday season. The river passed it peacefully, as if to have a rest in the valley, to take a nap after the long rush, only to leave it afterwards on some seemingly urgent business. It had been swallowing the snow bravely until December, but by Christmas it had become frozen thick to honour the peace of the valley where, due to the height, temperatures were often well below zero. At the shallower, quieter parts of the town, people were having real holiday fun. They moved to the river banks at Christmas time, lit fires, served tea and chestnuts and at the Ice Party they stood a Christmas tree on the ice. All its branches would become bent by the humourless north wind whereby it took an active part in the celebration.

    Driving through the streets of the town, he was trying to get rid of the strange, gripping feeling he had always felt upon seeing those familiar houses. There was no traffic so he could easily observe the people standing in the main square and who must have been standing for quite a while already, judging from the footsteps in the snow around them. This was rather suspicious activity for a Sunday morning because there were police cars parked around them flashing their blue lights officiously. The crowd was waiting, seemingly puzzled, in front of the Old Logger’s inn beside the town hall. This was, at first, not too obvious since the square in front of the town hall, and even more so the one in front of the church, was often used to make room for such stamping of feet. Since, however, the position of the police cars made the whole situation rather different, he stopped beside them, put on his black fur coat, which merged with his curly black hair and fought his way through the aimlessly shuffling crowd. He was stopped by a young policeman who was keeping the peace. He showed him his warrant card whereupon the young officer became surprised, nodded and let him enter.

    Behind the reception counter a pale woman was weeping. Old Joys, who must have been the owner there for donkey’s years, was trying to comfort her by stroking her shoulder with his huge palms. He was about to talk to her when he heard the patter of feet down the ancient creaking wooden stairs accompanied by a familiar voice.

    “Peter! It’s good you’ve come. I was expecting you to get here soon.” Peter’s old friend was coming towards him through the hall. He was tall and this concealed such excess weight as he carried. He was young and quite handsome. His warm brown eyes matched the hazel colour of his suit. The anxiety in his eyes was incongruous with the broad smile on his face.

    “Hi David!” the young man replied and reached for the inspector’s hand. “You’re busy on Sundays too? What’s happened?”

    “I wish I knew,” he said with a sigh, looking into Peter’s dark blue eyes and no longer disguising his distress. He stroked his fine dark brown hair and with the same movement he moved his hand to his mouth to indicate his perplexity.

    “I’m at a loss,” he said. “I’ve never seen such a thing in my life. I think you should see this. Every minute I become doubtful and think I must have missed something. Then I think it over again and I can’t see that I have. It’s unbelievable. Come and take a look. You tell me if you’ve ever seen anything like this.” He turned back towards the stairs.

    Peter was standing motionless. He felt the fur coat warming him more and more and he had some inexplicably bad feeling. He had never seen David like this before. He had always been consistent and secure. Peter had idolized him. He would never have joined the police if it hadn’t been for David and he would have happily followed him anywhere. Things had changed since then. David came home after college, he didn’t. It had always been David who had given the answers, not Peter. It had been because David never asked questions, although he had just asked one now. Peter unbuttoned his coat before following him up the ancient wooden stairs. David was impatiently waiting for him. He gasped for air although the air was not much to gasp for. In the corridor, at the top of the stairs from which the rooms opened, there was a strange, sweetish smoky smell.

    “Do you remember Ronald Klen?” David asked in an unusual voice.

    Peter was looking up at him from the last but one stair. He had just taken off his coat and tucked it under his arm. He was wearing a striped purple, green and mustard-yellow cashmere pullover.

    “Of course I remember. He was evil, rich, mean, envious, fat, huge and he was one year our senior at school. He always bullied everybody at school, then...”

    “Then he inherited his father’s millions along with the wood-mill and timber company and became one of the town’s all-powerful authorities. Believe it or not he lost a lot of weight but kept on being a bully.“ David looked into Peter’s eyes with a groan. “At the moment he’s lying in room 8 with his lover, Erin Leens, or whatever’s left of them.”

    Peter frowned. He had seen a lot of blood during his career but didn’t much feel like seeing any now. Not that he had ever felt like it before, but as you make your bed so you must lie on it. He rubbed his forehead, looked at the wood covered corridor and followed David. The door was opened by the uniformed officer securing the premises. David let Peter go first. The strange, sweetish, smoky smell was lingering in the room, but the playful winter sun was shining through the windows magnifying the pattern of the curtains and projecting it onto the patterns of the dark-blue ornamental carpet. They didn’t match. There was a small, moth-eaten desk with a chair and by the wall was a coffee table on which stood an ashtray with some lipstick stained cigarette-butts, a half-empty whisky bottle and two used glasses from the mini bar. There was an armchair beside the table in one of which there was a brown woman’s purse. In the middle there was a double-bed around which there were scattered pieces of clothing on the floor. Beside the bed there were two bedside tables. On the one to the right there was a telephone, on the one to the left a newspaper. There were two charred bodies in the bed which seemed to blend into one shape as if Siamese twins who had been subjected to a particularly cruel prank. There were handfuls of ash around the black shape and finally, a pair of man’s feet wearing grey and white socks which were charred at the rims. It was clear from the position of the feet that their owner had been in a prone position when the incident occurred. The middle of the duvet which was folded beside the strange shape was burnt through, but only in what appeared to have been the centre of the fire so that the sides were unharmed. The pillow was completely burnt through the feathers but only where Erin Leens had presumably been resting her head. Peter stared at the bed vacuously.

    “Don’t you understand something?” David enquired with a bit of sarcasm; that of those with an advantage.

    “Yeah,” Peter affirmed, “Why was he wearing socks?” he asked.

    David was rather surprised.

    “He might have been a member of the, It’s Best to Shag in Socks Club,” he said.

    Peter nodded.

    “It would seem that it is better or, at least, more electrifying.“

    David threw himself into the empty armchair and leant his broad forehead onto his palms.

    “You won’t believe this!” he said. “Electricity doesn’t seem to have anything to do with this. They have gone to ashes and we simply don’t know the reason. They’ve always come here and it wasn’t a secret. As a matter of fact, the whole town knew. Only his wife didn’t, as usual. It must have happened during the night. Time of death is difficult to ascertain. They were discovered at 8 am this morning since they usually leave their room at that time and the maid thought they had already gone. The door, however, was closed, the key was in the lock inside, they didn’t answer the door and neither did they answer the phone. Finally Old Joys had us break down the door. The window was closed too. No-one had a chance to get in or out of the room. I don’t understand. The CSI guys have just finished. They haven’t found anything, actually. I wanted everything to remain as it was and I called headquarters to send a specialist. He couldn’t have set off much later than you so he’s due to arrive any moment soon.“

    He held his chin with his hand and looked at the bed. “Maybe the situation was heating up when this happened. Can you imagine people going up in smoke like this in bed and bedclothes and that nothing should remain of them but ash while the bed linen remains virtually intact? I simply can’t grasp this. The human body can’t catch fire just like that, particularly if the person is still alive and those who burn to death usually suffer only partial or superficial injuries. In order for a body to get charred like this, it requires incredibly high temperatures that can only be reached using certain fossil fuels. They even have to grind the remains of bones in crematoriums. Here you can only see ash. Can you see the newspaper on the bedside table? It didn’t even get burnt. Moreover, they seem to have endured it all peacefully. No jumping around, objecting, screaming, having a bit of fuss, coitus interruptus.”

    “They might not have been alive by then,” said Peter.

    “Well I don’t think it’s possible for someone not to be alive at a moment such as this, although perhaps we will never know for sure.” David shook his head philosophically.

    Peter perused the room once more. This time he scrutinized it calmly. He didn’t find anything out of the ordinary but felt slightly sick due to the sweetish smell. Finally, he went to the window and looked down at the crowd standing outside.

    “They’re happy about him having kicked the bucket. Imagine, this is how they react. Some of them said it had been some Godly punishment. One thing’s for sure, however; at the moment I have ten thousand six hundred and forty two suspects. I can only subtract the infants. I can’t even be sure about the older children considering the emotions drummed into them by their parents. On top of that, the perpetrator might well be someone out of town since that damn pass is wide open,” said David with a sigh.

    Peter smiled. “What perpetrator are you talking about? Who’s capable of doing this anyway?“ he asked.

    “Somebody must have done it even if I don’t know who,” David groaned.

    “What about the hotel guests? Did they hear anything? Are they not suspects?”

    “They heard nothing and they are suspects but the majority of them didn’t even know Ronald Klen. We’re checking this now as far as we can. Three of them are regular guests. They spend Christmas here every year. Another is a young girl who’s here for her grandma’s funeral.”

    “Perhaps Ronald Klen made a move on grandma,” said Peter.

    “Yeah, sure; so the vengeance-thirsty grandchild set the cavorting couple on fire with a match during the night,“ exclaimed David and he turned his head towards the door where a little man in a huge, grey winter coat had just appeared.

    On his bald head there were some hairs above his ears, the colour of which would be hard to define. He had a rather large nose and was sniffing around in the air, possibly because he wanted to make good use of it.

    “Edwin Coers.” He introduced himself to David and shook Peter’s hand swiftly with his miniature equivalent. “Fire expert,” he added.

    “I’m glad you’ve arrived,” said David sounding relieved, as if longing to put his burden onto someone else’s shoulders.

    Edwin leant over the back of the bed and saw the pair of feet in socks.

    “Oh!” he said briefly.

    Peter and David looked at each other and raised their eyebrows simultaneously. Edwin reached for the ash on the bed with his right index finger. He placed his finger into it without hesitation and spread it on the sheet. As a result, Mr Ronald Klen and his late lover lost their almost perfect contour which merged into one somewhere around their waists. He looked around the room, examined the closed window, looked at the television on the shelf, analysed both electric sockets and then returned to the bed with his miniature finger.

    “Quite surprising,” he murmured wonderingly.

    “In as much as?” inquired David, mindful of the fact that he was supposed to be leading the investigation.

    “That they both burnt to death,” answered the small man using the same finger to doodle on the contours of the late lover’s former head.

    “What’s surprising about that?” David persisted.

    “You know, spontaneous human combustion doesn’t usually occur in two people simultaneously. Somebody either catches fire or not, but they don’t generally make it a collective event.”

    Peter felt that the magic which had surrounded him on his way here had gone. He had thought it would last for weeks to protect him from the disturbances of the outside world. He felt uneasy but unable to explain why. He felt his life was hopeless enough. He didn’t want to face even more hopelessness.

    “What are you talking about?” snorted David. “What combustion?”

    “Spontaneous human combustion is a most mysterious type of burning to death. The temperature rises up to 1600 degrees, the heat spreads from inside out in the chest and stomach. It all begins deep in the muscles.” Edwin stepped to the bedside table and picked up the newspaper which was lying there. “Normally, it doesn’t spread to anything flammable around the victim. As for the cause, there are a number of hypotheses. Some consider it divine punishment. Some, however, think it’s an electromagnetic phenomenon and link it to ball lightning. Some people haven’t ruled out the possibility that spontaneous combustion is the result of certain biochemical processes in the body.”

    David was at a loss to know what to say. His face was turning red and he was slightly upset by the thought that the little man was simply pulling his leg.

    “I have heard about such a thing,” Peter interrupted calmly. “There was a case... maybe in Florida... a woman who burnt to death in a similar way. I read about it.”

    Coers nodded and turned to Peter with the whole of his small stature. His eyes were remarkably colourless. They were, however, filled with hopeful interest.

    “You probably remember this case because a well-known forensic anthropologist, a certain Dr Wilton Krogman, investigated the mysterious circumstances of Mrs Mary Reeser’s death in Florida on 1st July 1951. Krogman was working at the University of Pennsylvania at the Department of Medical Sciences specializing in fire related deaths. Mary Reeser was a 67-year-old widow. She was incinerated whilst sitting in her armchair. However, the objects around her remained almost intact. The chair, on the other hand, got burnt up so badly that only the springs remained. The carpet was charred around the chair while sheets of paper on the table were not. Dr Krogman had had a number of opportunities to see dead bodies burn in the crematorium at 1100 degrees for more than 8 hours and even in such cases the bones still had had to be ground. In order for bones to burn, a temperature of at least 1600 degrees is needed. He claimed he couldn’t understand how a body could burn to ashes leaving the surrounding objects untouched and said he would suspect black magic if he lived in the Middle Ages.”

    David looked surprised and sighed.

    “God forbid! A bit of magic and I would quit right now.”

    Edwin Coers didn’t answer. He went round the room once again and stopped in front of David.

    “If I could have a cup of coffee, we would be able to talk a few things over,” he said.

    David looked puzzled and then realized how thoughtless he had been. His guest had come without delay when called.

    “Certainly. There’s a pleasant little cafe in the hotel, too. Let’s go downstairs. We could do with a bit of caffeine as well. Peter?” He turned to the tall young man who was still at the bed investigating the ashes of the departed.

    Peter agreed with a nod. He was the last to leave the room and took the image of evil Ronald Klen’s striped socks with him.
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    As Edwin Coers comfortably took a seat on one of the pretty chairs of the cafe, Peter could have sworn the little man‘s feet didn’t even touch the ground. He felt a certain urge to look under the table to check but became distracted by Old Joys as he tramped into the room and stopped at their table. He was a sturdy, bald man with a big barrel of a stomach which he seemed to be quite proud of as he let it out from under his black vest. His dark burning eyes flickered as he turned towards them.

    “There’s no denying the fact that I couldn’t stand the man, but it’s a bit much that he caught fire right here in my hotel! How infamous am I going to be! Who’s going to stay here if they learn that people just burn to death?” he shouted.

    “Don’t take it to heart too much, Joys,” said David looking up at him. “After all, such things don’t happen every day. The excitement will calm down. Perhaps the Church will take you under its wing as the owner of a seed-bed of repentance.

    “Are you kidding?” asked the host, looking out of the snowy window and noting that the crowd had started to disperse. “The last thing I need is a couple of monks here to rename the place.”

    “Inn to the Purgatory?” Peter asked.

    “Yeah, something like that. Then I might stand behind the counter with a pitch fork in ‘me hands,” Joys retorted.

    “I’d rather you brought us three cups of coffee and some of that apple pie too,” David suggested, in order to put an end to what he was beginning to regard as a futile conversation.

    He was more interested in what Coers would say. The little man looked at the departing back of the giant and his mouth watered as he thought of the pies.

    “Well?” David asked.

    “People have believed in spontaneous combustion for a long time. Call it superstition if you will, but it’s a fact that such things have happened a number of times already. Divine retribution has always been a possible answer. It has also been documented in police records. Real science is unwilling to deal with it, though. It simply rejects this phenomenon, saying it isn’t credible enough and that there’s no evidence whatsoever to support such an amazing nonpareil,” Edwin began.

    “The heavens shall smite humankind with extraordinary fire and this fire shall explode in the human body itself,” Peter said unexpectedly.

    David looked at him in puzzlement as Edwin nodded with appreciation.

    “Chinese writer, Wu Cheng’un from the 16th century,” he added.

    “Great!” said David. It was unclear, however, whether he appreciated the lecture on literature or the arrival of the coffee and pies.

    They were waiting silently while the ponytailed waitress put the cups and plates on their table. Then they turned to Edwin again, although it was David who restarted the conversation.

    “We thought they had already died at the point when they caught fire. That would explain why they weren’t protesting, screaming or trying to escape. On the other hand, I don’t know how they were killed with the windows and doors all closed from the inside.”

    “It’s a characteristic of spontaneous human combustion that it happens unbelievably quickly. Very often, the victims were seen only a few minutes before becoming incinerated. From the notes taken by an Italian doctor from the 1700s in Filetto, we learn how a certain abbot Bertholi died. He said good night to his relatives and went to his room. He shouted a few minutes later and was found lying on the floor. There were light blue flames surrounding him. The flames disappeared as people went closer to him. The abbot’s clothes were incinerated, but the sack dress which he was wearing under it was not. Most astonishingly, his trunk under the sack dress perished.”

    “That’s impossible,” David remarked. “Moreover, it was a priest we’re talking about, so the divine punishment theory breaks down at that point.”

    “Or becomes supported.” Peter shrugged his shoulders and stirred his coffee.

    “Of course, it’s true that this happened a long time ago, but there are contemporary cases as well. There was an incident at Cheshire University where flames sprang out of a girl’s back in the corridor. The fire started out of the blue. They were unable to determine its cause after the event. They only knew that it had started inside the girl’s body. Presumably it was the speed of the fire that made it impossible for the victims to defend themselves. According to studies, each victim remained in a relaxed position. You know, when someone’s unaware of what’s happening to them. They didn’t cry for help, there was no sign of fighting against what was happening. I remember hearing a fine opinion about this.” His eyes twinkled as he was rummaging in his thoughts. “Yes, they simply go into submission, as if some flutter of a vampire’s wings put them to sleep,” he said, putting a large piece of pie in his mouth.

    “I still don’t understand how it was possible for the bed not to become burnt, let alone the bed linen,” David said, cutting a piece of pie on his plate. ”And those darned socks drive me crazy too!”

    Edwin Coers nodded while he was swallowing.

    “There is no lack of mysterious cases. In 1988 a retired police officer reviewed a case of spontaneous combustion where the victim’s body perished and only the head, feet and socks remained. There is also the case of the man who was found in the attic of his stable in Aberdeen. The charred body was lying on the burnt beams but the straw and wooden panels around it didn’t catch fire. The position of the body indicated that he didn’t try to or couldn’t stop the flames. Priest Savage also wrote a story. It’s about a woman who was crying for help. As her husband stormed into the room he found his wife lying on the ground with a bluish ball of fire floating above her blackened body. They extinguished the fire with water but the woman didn’t make it. According to witnesses her clothes were completely burnt but the carpet she was lying on wasn’t even singed. We also know of victims who burnt to ashes in their beds where the linen was only singed.”

    “Like here,” uttered David, perplexed. As he was listening to Edwin, he thought the case was becoming more and more hopeless.

    “There is a theory according to which spontaneous combustion is a kind of psychological suicide because it occurs mostly in depressed people. Not all of its victims were down in the dumps, though. It seems that explosive materials can build up in the body somehow. We now know that ball lightning caused by strong radio waves can ignite them. This would explain why the fire spreads outwards from the inside. Since microwaves can heat different materials so that they reach different temperatures, we can explain why things burn whilst surrounding objects don’t catch fire.”

    “It’s still not clear to me what happens to the great volume of water in the human body,” said Peter.

    “I’ve thought about this myself too,” said Coers, shaking his head. “No idea. Moreover, every case is so different. The strangest thing for me in this case is that they were both burnt together. Fire built up in their bodies at the same time. This is most peculiar. And then the position they were in...“ He stopped talking for a moment.

    “You mean, they were regular guests so why did this happen at this particular time?“

    “Yes, something was different now. Something caused this to happen now. We have to find the cause of their death even if we don’t quite know how to go about it and we have to ask, in what way was this time different?”

    “Well, the hatred against Klen might have climaxed and set off the time bomb in his stomach,” David said as he finished his coffee.

    “What about the woman?” Peter interjected. “She can’t have been hated that much and by so many people.”

    “Someone must have hated her too.” David looked at him. “The wife, for instance.”

    “If we got burnt because of a little adultery, there would be a lot of trouble in the world,” said Edwin smiling.

    “The fire might have started in the man but, considering the microwave theory, the woman might have had a very similar vibration and the fire could have spread to her too,” said Peter.

    “This sounds quite good; has a bit of a flaw, though. While the man ignited, the woman would have had a chance to escape, but she didn’t,” Edwin answered.

    “Perhaps someone can get killed by simply being close to such a vibration,” Peter suggested.

    “It’s possible, but the other guests, what about them?” Edwin asked.

    “True; they might have had something inside them that attracted these waves; something other people didn’t have,” Peter continued.

    “A small walky-talky?” said David teasingly, since he had no idea whatsoever what the solution might be.

    ”Anything like that would have been found in the bed. These devices heat up at different temperatures, too,“ Coers deduced. “Yet, there must have been something special, either in Ronald Klen or possibly in both victims. It’s a good idea. You know, ever since I have been working on this, I have often thought of a sentence by a famous novelist: ‘Call this death or whatever you wish to call it, it is still forged within the evil doer himself and is none other than spontaneous combustion.”

    “In other words, we’re back to where we started. Purgatory and Joys with the pitch fork.” David tapped the table gently.

    “I’m an atheist, or rather, an atheist who believes. I firmly believe there is no God, nor are there any heavenly powers but sometimes I feel compelled to think about it,” Coers said, wiping his mouth which meant that he was about to leave.

    “A lonely point of view,” said Peter in a low voice.

    “Yes it is,” came the answer.
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    “There’s still something that bothers me,” said Peter as they were standing in the snow in front of the inn and watching Coer’s Buick driving away slowly.

    “Great!” David answered. “That is, it’s great that there’s only one thing that bothers you.”

    ”Namely, how do we know it was the remains of the late Ronald Klen and Erin Leens scattered on the bed?”

    David pondered while looking at the distant peaks of the mountains before looking at Peter and continuing.

    “They checked in. They were seen going up to the room. This, however, doesn’t prove it conclusively. We can’t be sure of the woman despite the fact that the doors were all closed from the inside and we have her bag and documents.” He squinted at Peter. “Whereas we have a pair of feet in nice socks.” He opened his arms. “His wife is likely to recognise them if they’re her late husband’s.”

    “Do you really want to show her?” said Peter staring at his boots.

    “Yes I do, to make sure. She’ll have enough money for a psychiatrist from the inheritance.” David shrugged his shoulders as he spoke.

    “Are you kidding me?”

    “Yes, but I still have to rule out whatever I can rule out. I’ll have to show her.”

    “She might not even know that her husband has died.” Peter stepped towards the police car and his friend.

    “Well, this is probable. This is a town full of hypocrites. There is a strong possibility that everybody knows but her. We should tell her. We’ll go home first, you can unpack and then we’ll have lunch or else Corin will take my head off. She was already in a mood when I was called to this.” He got into his car, the blue light insistently flashing.

    Peter was thinking of the pair of feet in socks up there in the room where David’s colleagues were now cleaning up. He remembered Klen as the evil, fat boy who was always blackmailing and terrorizing everyone around him. The intemperate Klen. What kind of woman would marry such a man who was said not to have changed in the slightest? He was heading towards his car, trying to steer his mind away from a similarly grisly but less mysterious case where a father killed his daughter and hid her pieces in different parts of the house. He thought of the little girl’s mother who was the last to know.
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    Huge black clouds were rolling towards them as if about to devour the whole valley. Even for the short winter days, they were causing it to become dark even earlier. The street where David lived spread along the western part of town and ended at the river bank. David loved his home. He had built it with his father and his father’s friends. He would have never wanted to live in a brick house.

    “Remember? We always loved the feeling of living up here. Up in the skies,” said David as he stepped out of his car in front of the multi-storey timber house.

    Peter was taking his bags from the boot. He didn’t answer. This ‘up in the skies’ thought had crossed his mind quite often recently. He felt tense. He hated this feeling. Usually, he could only alleviate it by giving intense thought to other things, or by trying to do something else or drinking a little. The last of these he didn’t like to consider. He followed David to the garden where Christmas lights were spreading their silver light on surrounding bushes. In the next moment the handcrafted front door dangling its berry-laden Christmas wreath was flung open. Corin was standing in the doorway with her ebony hair touching her shoulders and her arms outstretched.

    “Peter! Peter Horn!” she laughed. “How good it is I didn’t marry you so I can always be happy to see you,” she said as she put her arms around Peter’s neck and hugged him.

    “I have nothing to add,” David moaned. ”You see, this is how taking her from you has paid off.”

    “You did not!” Corin retorted. “I married you after much careful consideration. I had my reasons. Do you understand?” She pointed her index finger at her husband’s nose but her green eyes twinkled happily.

    “So, you had your reasons! May I ask what they were?” said David measuring up the index finger in front of his nose.

    “Your eyes, your hair, your nice hands and your voice.”

    Peter laughed.

    “Womanly reasons but they’re still reasons,” he remarked.

    David pushed the hugging couple into the warm house redolent of fresh pastry and planed pine.

    “Joe! Lunch!” Corin shouted.

    The patter of little feet could be heard coming down the stairs and a little boy about 5 years of age with black hair appeared at the kitchen door.

    “You look exactly like your mother.” Peter smiled, turning to the boy with outstretched arms.

    “Sam?” asked Joe with eyes wide open.

    Something passed over Peter’s face.

    “He couldn’t make it. Maybe next time,” he answered.

    Joe ran into Peter’s arms but he was disappointed and rather shy. Peter lifted him up.

    “So, why did you come alone? You promised you would tell us,” Corin asked as she was leading everyone towards the attractively laid table.

    Peter seated Joe and took a seat himself. Only then did he look Corin in the eye in a way which he would have found difficult with anyone else. He took a deep breath because he felt the tension spreading inside before he started talking.

    “Emily packed her things and went to her parents’ with Sam. They’ll spend Christmas there.”

    “You’re not saying you’ve fallen out!” said Corin in amazement.

    She was holding the ladle in mid-air in front of Joe’s face. There was silence. Peter broke it.

    “We didn’t argue this time,” he answered. “There was a letter for me on the table when I got home. It said what I’ve just told you now. She went with Sam to her mother’s for Christmas.”

    “I suppose they’ll come back after the holidays,” said David in a hoarse voice as if someone who hadn’t been talking for some time. He felt a bit of a doubt.

    “Probably,” said Peter.

    “What have you done?” Corin sat down looking at Peter’s handsome features.

    “I was working,” he answered.

    “24/7, am I right?” David remarked.

    “This will happen to you too, just you wait.” She hit her husband with her elbow.

    “Come off it.” David shrugged his shoulders “There’s much less work here than there. Only it’s always at the wrong time. A would be criminal rarely comes forward to say, ‘excuse me, I would like to commit a second degree murder, are you free at about, say, 3 tomorrow night? I’ll commit it at midnight, the neighbour will find the body at half past 3...”

    “Things catch fire more rarely here than in our city,” said Peter, grinning.

    David looked at the ceiling and pulled a face for an answer.

    “The question is why you work so much,” asked the woman, point-blank passing over the suggestion of a shared remark. It wasn’t that she was not interested in why her husband had been alerted to something that morning, she just wanted to get to the bottom of this first. “If a bloke escapes into his work it’s usually for a reason. First he’s doing it for peace of mind. Later he gets used to it so much he forgets the real reason. He just keeps working as hard as he can. You have to fix the cause don’t you think?”

    “You aren’t a psychologist but a physician, remember?” Peter laughed at Corin while looking in her eyes.

    “You’re avoiding confrontation. You have always done that. You’re trying to escape. You are bad at coping with conflicts. More than that; you don’t cope with them at all.”

    “What do you expect me to do? I can’t make Emily change. I don’t want this either. She’s too determined, too aggressive...”

    “Too fussy...” David added.

    Corin kicked his leg under the table.

    “I can’t stand her making a fuss every day about why I’m not home while, at the same time, I try not to be with her precisely because of her scenes. I see no way out. Maybe there isn’t one.” He started to eat.

    Little Joe had just finished his soup and put down his spoon, content to observe the people at the table. His mother didn’t notice; she was too busy looking at Peter with a perplexed expression.

    “So you don’t love her anymore?” she asked him quietly.

    Peter didn’t look up at her. He didn’t answer.
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