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Come back to the land
Let's get away

Just for one day
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BREEZE

  C  CHAPTERHAPTER I I

Fragility of Time

he  doorbell  had  rung  a  second  time  before  it  was

heard. The interruption was irritating. In retribution, a

third ring was required. It was only then would he put down

the brush. Religious zealots, and other con people, would have

moved on by then.  Any caller  remaining longer  must  be in

some kind of desperation.

T

There  it  was,  the  third.  He  sighed,  glancing  over  the

unfinished work before turning away. A fourth ring occurred

while he was in the hall.

“All right, already. Yes, thank you much for demonstrating

that the bell still works.”

Stopping  a  step  short  of  the  door,  he said to  the caller,

“Don’t be desperate.”

He paused reaching for the latch, thinking better of it for a

moment. A hand was wiped across the front of the smock. The

gesture had been wholly unconscious. Work compulsion had
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brought this nervous reflex on. The discovery that the smock

was stiff  from strata layers of paint began a wonder of how

these had been acquired. This started him off on a distracted

tangent, thinking, “It is surprising what actions the mind will

cause the body to perform when it is unfettered.”

He looked at his outstretched hand, and wondered why he

did.  Light  from  his  workroom  illuminated  the  end  of  the

hallway. It pulled at his attention, beckoning for a return of his

presence.

But shadow movement from the other side of the opaque

glass brought  him back to  the  present.  The  curiosity  of  his

hand retreated before the moment would again be lost.

The  door  opened  to  reveal  the  backsides  of  two  people

descending the stairs from the landing. A woman and a man.

The woman was seen speaking harshly, though her words were

not audible above the blare rattling from a passing motorcycle.

He could just  make out,  “Useless twit,”  as she turned to

glance back at the door. At first, there wasn’t any recognition

that the door was now wide open, or that a man stood in the

middle  of  that  dark  portal.  After  several  blinks,  a  circuit

connected. At that moment her dialog stopped short,  and she

grasped at her companion’s arm.

He  was  confused  at  first  but  followed  her  indication,

nodding before turning.
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His words came promptly,  “Sean!  Uncle!  You are home

after all!”

To the woman,  he said in  an exaggeratedly sweet voice,

“See Sarah. I told you he would be home.”

Sarah’s scowl turned upside down, to stretch at her face in

mechanical  increments  until  the  desired  distortion  was

achieved.

They returned up the stairs.

Sean remained neutral.  His thoughts did not give himself

away, though that was a matter of accident, rather than willful

intention. Again, he had allowed the onus of social burden to

be  put  upon  himself.  His  work  would  be  delayed  by  these

visitors.  If  only  he  had played at  how-not-to-be-seen a  few

seconds  longer.  Or  even  better,  if  he  had  not  noticed  the

doorbell  at  all,  today would have continued predictably.  No

disruption. Life as he knew it would have carried on.

Little did Sean know the weight that passing thought would

later  realize.  Life  pivots  in  a  moment.  Inexorably,  such

moments tend to repeat. This was one of those.

“Hello? Earth to Sean. You in there, Good Buddy?” Craig

tapped at the side of the other’s head.

That did it.
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“Ah, yes,” Sean stumbled out. “Hello, nephew.” The next

words were lost, his tongue forgotten. His eyes were not. They

were sucked into the crevasse of the woman’s cleavage.

She allowed the lascivious look to continue briefly before

bumping against Craig, that he would remember his next lines.

Craig had gained an appreciation for her insightfulness. She

had specifically  chosen  this  dress  for  the  encounter.  At  the

time,  he reminded her  that  Sean was never  known to  show

much interest in women. Men neither, for that matter. He went

off,  mansplaining,  that  Sean  remained  totally  asexual.

Whatever  pleasure the  man got  out  of  life  besides  applying

paint to canvas remained a mystery. At least to his knowledge.

And probably to Sean as well.

The man didn’t even make paintings that required models.

It’s all about that weirdo abstract futurism stuff, or whatever he

called it.

Now if he was Sean, he’d think the best bit about the whole

art thing was getting to stare at nude women all day who were

like,  totally  into  it.  They  would  lie  in  the  studio,  or  stand,

assuming  whatever  position  of  his  bidding.  Naturally,  he

would  only  ask  of  them  what  was  within  reason  of  their

lascivious bent. But he was a good guy not abusing his fame,

and word would get out of just that. And that his art was good,

as that  was important  to  some as well.  The  resulting  queue
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would enter at the door, spend all day in the studio, proceed to

the  bedroom—lather  rinse  repeat.  Think  how  little  laundry

would require doing. But for the sheets, which would be fresh;

stiff  linen from being newly washed was one of  life’s  little

pleasures.

Naturally an occasional complication would creep in,  but

they would sort themselves out; otherwise, it would be the door

for  them. What complications remained would be limited to

the art,  the likes of deciding color of the hair down there to

paint  where  there  wasn’t  any  to  work  from—using  modern

models, you know, for period pieces. That’s where the artistic

bit would come in. A flash of wool from the past, so to speak.

Yeah  that,  and  how  it  is  with  these  open-minded  women,

which models surely were.

Sarah would be good at that, the whole pose and pretend

thing. Yeah, she would fit right in. Her problem would be of

getting  bored,  just  standing there,  no action.  It’s  always the

attention span thing with her. After short order, she’d be off to

the bedroom, with or without said artist.

There  was this  thing she would say,  “Batteries  included.

But an outlet with wall power, now we are cooking with gas.

That’s when things really take off.”

Back to Sarah this morning. She had chided that any man

could be distracted, given the right opportunity, and given the

right equipment. This dress, she demonstrated, would provide
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just  that  opportunity.  There  was  more,  but  caught  in  the

distraction of the tease,  he hadn’t  heard.  She laughed at  the

resulting state this man had been reduced to.

The laugh, he did hear that. But he remained unconvinced

that Sean would be similarly effected, and again told her so.

However, Craig was a smart enough man to know when to

shut up about his ego and agree with her. Being careful of the

dress, he chose that moment to prove it, which was one of the

reasons  she  kept  him  around.  There  were  others  when  the

occasion required a more prolonged appropriateness, but it was

Craig  who  remained  Mr.  Reliable,  primed  to  hop  when

instructed how high. Just then,  he appeared to be wound up

sufficiently to the task. Before satisfaction was guaranteed, she

put  a pause to  the activity.  Denying him would sharpen his

focus. Tension was required today.

“This  is  Sarah,  my,  aah,  partner,”  Craig  managed,

remembering his line.

Sean’s eyes remained captured,  though they were vacant;

his  mind was replaying her  movement up the stairs  and the

visible enjoyment she cast back at being observed.

Sarah, at this point, was savoring the conquest. “Guys,” she

gloated, “they are so simple, so predictable.” A nervous twitch

pulled at her smile.
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The pause had made Craig nervous; the conversation had

not begun as planned. When they rehearsed, she had kept after

him that he was lousy at improvising—that he must remain on-

script the entire time. Any screw up would be due to him. The

promised reward of laters would be diminished suitably with

the measure of her ire.

He was suffering, so reluctantly she broke the moment. “Hi

Sean! Craig has told me so much about you!”

“I have told her all about you,” he echoed weakly, realizing

it had been his line, but uttered too late.

She stepped on his foot indicating for him to carry on.

“Ahmm! Sarah here, she has been interested”—she stepped

harder on his foot—“keen really, to meet you.”

“I  really  have been,  Sean.  You are a painter.  That  is  so

interesting! The way Craig went on and on about your famous

works, I just had ta meet ‘cha!” She leaned a shoulder towards

the door.

“Ah, oohm. Could we come in?”

“Well Craig, baby. Maybe Sean is busy just now. We are

probably disturbing him.” As she spoke, more lean was applied

to her shoulder.

Sean followed that lean and what it brought. As his hand

thoughtlessly  brushed  across  the  paint-stiff  smock,  he  said,

“No, don’t be silly. Come in.” The stare was broken off to look

piercingly at Craig before adding, “Both of you.”
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They followed through the entryway. Craig hurried to catch

up after shutting the door.  The massiveness of it  had gotten

away from him, making a loud slam. The hardness of the floor

amplified  the  sound.  Sarah  strained  to  not  flinch  while

maintaining a smile.

Sidelong, Sean had been watching her face intently; it was

a  skill  he  had  perfected,  the  sidelong  gaze.  This  was  an

opportunity, or was it? Something seemed amiss, like the scene

had  been  played  before.  Or  was  it  that  the  moment  was

condensed?  He  was  at  a  loss  as  for  what—a  memory  that

would prefer to stay lost.

Remaining silent, he led down the hallway until  the end,

before  turning  into  a  room.  Upon  entering,  Sarah  almost

stumbled from the largeness.

Craig had told  her  about  the house.  From the street,  the

dimensions were ambiguous. In this block, one house flowed

into the next. She had thought at the time he was overstating

about the size, as he was often prone to do. Now inside the

house, if anything, he had understated.

They turned at the hallway end into a large space. The lack

of furnishing added to the room’s immensity. There was only a

sofa with a table near it,  and a few chairs further off.  Light

from a large window was behind the arrangement. It painted a

brilliant stripe upon the floor. The brilliance of the reflection

hurt her eyes. Masking discomfort she looked away, chancing

a glance at Sean, but was blinded from spots exploding in her
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vision.  He  had  been  staring  intently  at  her,  or  at  least  she

thought so. Reflexively, the smile deepened.

As her  sight  recovered,  she realized  disappointment.  His

attention was not trapped upon her but was instead on the far

wall. She turned to look. It was a dark paneled and thoroughly

plain  wall—featureless.  Wondering  if  perhaps  there  was

something beyond the  wall  of  interest,  she lost  track  of  the

steps and bumped against the sofa with a visible start.

Her  assuredness evaporated.  She looked around furtively

before discovering Craig.

He walked up, mouthing, “What?”

Her eyes narrowed in response.

“Sit,” Sean said,  interrupting.  “You are probably hungry.

I’ll fetch nibbles. Sit in the meantime.”

He spun around and moved quickly off.

It  took what  seemed only an instant  to  compose herself,

before she said, “No, that’s alright. We…”

Craig interrupted, “He’s gone.”

“That’s fine,” she said, smoothing her dress while sitting on

the sofa. Her figure remained bolt-upright. The tightness of the

material would allow for no other posture.

Craig moved to sit beside her.

The look was back.  She said,  “Uh-uh.  No hanky-panky.

You sit in one of those chairs.”

His brows crossed, frustrated by this command.

“Do it!” she said, glaring.

JEFF HAYES 9 FRAGILITY OF TIME



BREEZE

The intensity frightened him.

She mocked his reaction. “You needn’t be scared of your

Sarah. Not a worry for my pretty little man to trouble his head

upon. Only to obey. So simple, even you can manage it.”

He moved to sit in a chair.

“No.  Bring  yourself  over  by  me.”  She  glanced  in  the

direction of the doorway, saying quietly, “And no touching. I

mean it, buster. Excuse yourself if you must.”

To resolve the confusion, she asked, “Now, who’s the one

gonna  be  sitting  here  next  to  me?”  For  emphasis  the  sofa

cushion was patted.

Further words were lost to a revolving sound of mechanical

squeaking. Whatever it was, it was approaching.

Craig  slumped in  the  chair,  and they  both  looked  when

Sean came into the room. He was pushing a cart. It looked to

be a food service trolley, like from a hotel.

“It’s fish,” he called out to them.

“What  was  that,  Sean?”  Sarah  asked,  modulating  the

sweetness in her voice, which had cracked a bit.

“I hope you like fish.”

Craig, “He said he hopes you like fish.”

“I heard him, dear.”

No further words were exchanged while Sean continued to

squeak over.
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He  stopped  to  drag  a  low  table  before  the  sofa,  the

movement  of  which  made  an  exquisite,  earsplitting  din—

excessively so. The sound resonated in the nearly empty room.

Sean said, matter-of-factly, “They delivered fish for lunch

today. I told them to never do that. But do they listen? No, of

course not. Why should they listen to someone of no matter?

It’s  only  me who is  paying  them.  Me who underwrites  the

restaurant.  Why  should  they  bother  to  care?  They  bring

whatever is convenient. So today’s convenience is fish.”

While  he  had  been  talking,  the  trolley  contents  were

offloaded onto the table. The last was a large platter. The lid

was whisked away with a flourish of reveal.

“It’s smoked salmon,” Sarah observed.

“I know. Horrible, isn’t it. I should not have brought this

out.  What  must  you  think?  I  will  call  them right  now and

demand they bring proper food. I mean, really!”

“No, no, Sean. This is fine.”

“But it is fish! I will call.”

“Really, this is fine.”

“You are polite. I appreciate that. So rare to be found in a

woman of your standing; however…”

“Please. I do enjoy salmon.”

He had been leaning over the platter,  staring at the dead

fish laying there as though some movement of the corpse was

expected. He looked at her. Their eyes locked.
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The  ensuing  pause  was  interrupted  by  Craig  saying

awkwardly, “She really does like fish, Sean. Can’t get enough

of it, really. Would probably have it every day if she could.”

“That true?” Sean asked, still staring.

“If it could be arranged, I would like nothing better. This

looks a fine specimen, strong texture. Dark color indicates it is

not farm stock. This fish was wild caught.  Alaska,  perhaps?

That would be my bold opinion. Was I correct?”

A slight smile crept onto Sean’s face.

She responded by broadening hers, all the while continuing

to look at him.

Finally,  she  said,  “What?”—feigning  confusion—“I  am

being honest;  I  like what I  see.  Indulge a woman when she

speaks her mind.”

Craig  also  tried  on  a  smile,  but  nobody  noticed,  even

himself.

“Hah!” Sean erupted. “A woman who is into fish!”

“Not only. My pallet has a wide range of likes and desires.”

“Hah!” he repeated. “I just bet.”

A chair  was dragged  over.  The  anticipated  din  from its

slide was absent. The resulting silence was anticlimactic. It was

interrupted by Sean, adding under his breath, “I just bet.”

Unfazed, Sarah patted at the sofa cushion, “Come. Sit by

me.”

He broke away from her  attention  to  review Craig,  who

looked longingly at her hand.

JEFF HAYES 12 FRAGILITY OF TIME



BREEZE

After sitting, he said, “Yeah, no. I am fine here.”

Craig  smiled  weakly,  embarrassed  from  Sean  observing

him.

Sean asked, “How about you? Got a taste for salmon too?”

“Sure, Sean. Most people do.”

“That may be. That may be. I will take your word for it.

You were always an honest man, at least with me. No mincing

of words.”

He  cut  the  baguette  into  slices  with  a  ridiculously  long

bread knife. Then, not waiting for the others, took a little fork

and pried at the fish. A large chunk was dislodged. It was piled

upon one of the bread slices. Without pause, it was popped into

his mouth.

“The mousse is a horseradish and herb creation. I find it too

hot for my taste. Perhaps it will suit you?”

Sarah looked between the two men. She did not care for

this  sudden  loss  of  attention.  It  should  be  directed  at  her,

pivoting around like a carousel. She said, feebly, “Speaks his

mind, that’s my Craig.”

“Sure enough,” Craig replied.

“Sure enough,” Sean agreed, taking another huge chunk of

salmon. “Champagne?” he asked, indicating the bottle still on

the cart. “It’s actually a prosecco, not the real stuff. But it all

tastes the same to me.”

“I would love some,” Sarah said hesitantly.
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“I just bet you would,” Sean said, with an innocent smile.

“How about you, Craig? Want some too?”

“You bet!”

The bottle went pop.

“Oh my!” he said. The overflow bubbles were caught in a

glass, as best as could be managed.

Sarah squirmed on the sofa.

Sean attended, taking in every movement as he poured out

the glasses and distributed them.

“A toast,” he said. “To those distracted who can no longer

be with us.”

The glasses were raised together, but they never touched.

Sean fell  forward  from the  chair,  but  managed  to  catch

himself before hitting the floor. The room was no longer the

same.  Instead,  he  found  himself  at  the  end  of  the  hallway.

Light was coming out from the workroom a few steps away.

There was a sound of movement, of running, and then a crash.

He rushed into the room. It was vacant. No one was there.

It  was too bright  in  the room because the curtain  was fully

pulled back. The piece that he had been working on earlier was

not at the easel. There was a canvas, however, it was another

piece. From the look, it had just been started. The pencil sketch

marks were for the most part still visible. Paint only obscured a

few places.
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Moving further into the room did not reveal the source of

the noise.

There  were  footsteps  in  the  hallway.  Spinning,  he  just

caught the silhouette of a woman crossing the door. He called

out,  but  she  did  not  pause.  The  wet  brush  he  had  been

inspecting  was put  into  a  jar  of  solvent.  It  had  been found

drying at the easel. Neglectful. That wasn’t like him to leave

brushes out. If the paint had dried, it would have been ruined.

There was a gasp. It sounded like a woman. He moved off

to investigate.

In the hall was no one.

Another gasp. This time it came from the stairs which went

to the cellar apartment.

He rushed in that direction, arriving to see the back of the

woman descending the steps. She was most of the way down.

It was dark. Her shape was barely discernible, and becoming

less so.

The switch was flipped several times, but no light came on.

“Could you help me?” came a call from below.

He wanted to answer, but could not find the words.

“Please. I need your help.”

Then his tongue freed up. “Who are you? Can I see who

you are? I need to know. You must show me.”

“I need. Come. Now.”
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A  dim  light  came  on,  though  the  switch  had  not  been

touched. It feebly illuminated her outline.

She turned back to face him, raising a hand, beckoning.

He wanted to say, “No. You come here,” however, his feet

betrayed him.  They were descending the stairs  of  their  own

volition. He could not will them to stop.

As he came to stand before her  the smell  of dust in old

cobwebs was about.

She opened her mouth to speak. A new smell spilled out. It

was a wooden smell of rot, of wet fungus. Words were spoken

slowly, “I am glad you have chosen.”

“Chosen what?” he asked, unsure.

“I’m sorry. Were you talking to me?” Sarah asked.

Sean was back. He was in his workroom. She had walked

past the door with a canvas sack, but had come back from the

sound of his voice. Entering the room, the sack was put on the

floor. It was left carefully leaned against the wall.

She looked up brightly  and crossed over  to  him,  asking

“So, what were you on about?”

“Huh? I, ah.” He was at a loss, realizing that there was no

painting.  The  easel  was  bare.  The  paint  pots  were  on  the

workbench in disorderly rows. All were sealed.

She saw his confusion and said helpfully, “It’s over there.”
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He followed to where she indicated. There was a painting

propped up in the corner. It totally took him aback. Though the

work looked in his style, he had never painted it. This was a

nude, a woman. He looked at Sarah.

She said,  “I know, right? I gawk at it  too.  Don’t get me

wrong. That’s a nice piece. I appreciate your talents. Though, I

don’t think it is so flattering of me. But what do I know of art.

Just the opinion of a naive woman.”

He looked back at the painting. Definitely one of his.

“Would you be needing me for posing today? Can we make

it later, if that’s alright? I need to get this stuff weighed out and

bagged. I am late already. They will be by soon for the pick

up. If it’s not done, there will be hell to pay. Don’t want that to

be visited upon us if it can be helped.”

He was still  staring at the painting,  racking his brain for

any memory.

“Hey, you OK? Anybody home?” She started to take a step

towards him, but then thought better of it.

Instead,  she  picked  up  the  sack  and  was  out  the  door,

saying, “Suit yourself. Stay here when they come by. The less

seen, the better.  Same routine.  Hopefully you can remember

that, if nothing else.”

She ran back and kissed him on the lips. He was stunned as

the taste of her flooded in,  freezing.  Her tongue had flicked

across his momentarily. It felt like ice.

JEFF HAYES 17 FRAGILITY OF TIME



BREEZE

Stepping back, she looked at him dumbstruck. “Jeez, you

really are out of it.”

Running down the hall with the sack, she called back, “I’ll

catch you up later. Treat ‘cha, if you ask nice. Prom–ise.”

He came to the doorway to watch her disappear down the

stairs.

The downstairs were her rooms. This thought came to him

suddenly. She and Craig had taken up residence in the cellar

apartment. There wasn’t any context why he should know that.

It just was so.

A deep dread came to him when he thought of that part of

the house. It popped into his head, crowding out the confusion

Sarah had left him with.  The feeling shook him to the core,

crowding out the last glimpse of a memory fragment.  It had

involved her, smiling coyly in the shower.  She was washing

paint off them both. How the color had been acquired had been

a  playful  time.  Now,  it  ran  down  her  torso  in  wet  streaks

dividing along the legs to color the water pooled at her feet. A

hand raised to him with a finger beckoning, her face enticing

behind.

When he took a step in response, reaching to take her, the

image froze. The view dissolved to black, leaving only a void.

The resulting emptiness filled him. There was no sound; even

his  internal  dialog  was  still.  There  was  something  though,

something  in  the  distance.  It  was  approaching.  The  feeling
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wasn’t there at first, but it rushed in overwhelming, instinctual

panic, filling the void. He didn’t dare to take another step.

He called out, “Sarah, please!”

His voice was flat, absorbed by the nothingness.

A sob rose in his chest, pleading again, “Please.”

JEFF HAYES 19 FRAGILITY OF TIME



BREEZE

CCHAPTERHAPTER II II

Following FateFollowing Fate

he first  knock  raised  no  response.  Sean  looked  up

from  his  shoes.  The  bottom  of  the  stairs  into  the

cellar  were  behind  him.  He  looked  in  that  direction  and

glanced up their length. Light was bright up there relative to

the gloom down here. A mental note was filed to replace the

bulbs. Though the wattage was the same as everywhere else in

the house, light from this fixture was too feeble.

T

“Maybe  the  wiring  has  gone  bad.  Have  to  get  that

checked,” he mumbled as the knock was repeated.

Movement was heard from the other side. It sounded like a

chair  being dragged and then was followed by the flop of a

carpet. The chair sound came again.

“Just a sec,” sung a cheerful voice. It was Sarah.

Sean had hoped it would be her rather than Craig. A small

smile appeared on his face.  He pulled his shoulders back to

stand straighter.

JEFF HAYES 20 FOLLOWING FATE



BREEZE

The door flung open inward. He took in a sharp breath, as

if to offset a sudden decrease in air pressure.

“Hey Sean!” she put on an expression of pleasant surprise,

“what’s up?”

“Oh hi, Sarah. Glad I could catch you.” He looked further

into the room. “Is Craig here as well?”

“No. He isn’t. And I’m getting a bit miffed at that guy.”

“Still away on a trip?”

“So it seems, but I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him

lately.”

“You haven’t?”

“No. It has been over a week and not a peep.”

“Strange. That isn’t like him, right?” His eyes studied the

room.

She turned to  see what  had caught  his  attention.  On the

other side of a heavy rug was a small stack of folded canvas

bags.

“Laundry. Old habits of organization,” she said quickly, as

if needing to explain their presence.

She kept on, directing the conversation back, “Craig didn’t

call  after  he  arrived.  He  always  does,  whenever  he  travels.

That’s our arrangement because he knows how I worry.”

“He does?”

“Yes  he  does,  and  it  is  true  that  I  do  worry.  Him  not

calling, I am wondering if he ever arrived at all.”
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“Can I  come in?” Sean blurted out.  But then he became

embarrassed and looked at his feet.

She stared, thinking while exploring his face, his downcast

eyes and shoulders that had become droopy.

“Yes, of course. Your company is always welcome. Come

in,” she said, cheerfully,  pulling him forward by the arm. “I

was about to put the kettle on for a cup of tea. I’ll make it for

two.”

She  led  him to  another  room,  while  saying,  “It  is  your

house, after all. Have a seat. Get comfy. I’ll just pop into the

kitchen. Won’t be but a jiff.”

The door closed behind her.  He looked around the room

confirming he was the sole occupant. He was. However, there

was an unmistakable feeling of an observer’s presence, making

critical notes of his movement.

He  sat  on  the  sofa,  leaning  into  a  pillow.  The  room

remained still.  No sound came from behind the kitchen door

either.  “Shouldn’t  there  be  the  sound of  plates  chinking,  of

flatware tinkling?” he thought.

The feeling of being watched remained.

He moved suddenly, climbing upon the back of the sofa to

peer over.

Nothing was there but  for  some dust bunnies and a few

potato chips.

JEFF HAYES 22 FOLLOWING FATE



BREEZE

There was a something though. He hadn’t seen it at first. A

toy.  A  little  metal  car.  No,  it  was  a  red  firetruck.  It  was

familiar.

The image of  the toy conjured  up a memory,  faded and

disjointed. In it,  he saw the truck up close, next to his eyes.

The perspective was what a child would see laying with their

chin on the floor studying the details.

Continuing  to  stare,  his  eyes  began  to  lose  focus.  The

bright red color faded to gray, and then all became black. A

sensation  of  falling  backwards  followed.  Fear  rushed  in  of

hitting  the  ground,  but  that  never  occurred  as  there  was no

longer  any  ground  to  fall  against.  The  repeated  floating

somersaults  made  him  feel  sick.  In  a  panic  he  willed  the

firetruck to reappear. But it was useless. The harder he tried,

the further it escaped. He was not in control. He was lost.

In the distance the faded sound of a whistle began, like of a

train echoing in the high mountains. The signal called to him.

He obeyed, moving towards it.  By allowing himself  release,

panic  was  forgotten,  its  power  drained  away,  replaced  by

control.

Recognition returned. With it came comprehension that his

eyes had remained upon the red toy firetruck all the while.

Sarah came into the room. She saw the rear end of him, the

rest, leaning over the back of the sofa.
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“Oh gosh!”  she exclaimed.  “I  fear  to  imagine  what  you

have found behind the couch.”

A tray was placed upon the low table as she sat.

“Already you have caught me, Sean. Learned one of my

secrets.”

He turned, sitting with a plop back onto the cushion. There

was a confused look upon his face.

She smiled flatly, “Yes. I will admit it. You found me out.

Housekeeping is not one of my special talents.”

A cup was placed before him and one before her. The twin

tags  hanging from the  teapot  were  adjusted  until  they  were

orderly with the strings pulled through the handle.

Turning to him, she leaned forward to say playfully in a

conspiratorial  voice,  “I  do  have  talents,  but  mopping  and

vacuuming are not to be found among them.”

Her outfit was changed from what she had been wearing at

the  door.  There  was  also  a  smell  that  hadn’t  been  present

earlier, a sweetness of perfume. But there was another smell as

well. It became apparent, overpowering, as he noticed it. The

smell of decay rot, of damp earth. The awareness startled him,

which from her reaction must have been apparent.

“Oh my, you don’t  like it!  I  am sorry.  I didn’t  ask your

preference.”

As suddenly as the shock had come it was gone, like the

aftermath of a seizure having passed through; he was left at a

loss. She waited for his response, but he had none.
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Eventually, he managed a feeble, “Huh?”

“The tea is Pu-erh. Craig hates it. Says it smells like wet

potting soil.”

Sean continued to look confused.

“That is what you were reacting to, no?”

“It was such a strong smell, but now it’s not. It has passed.”

“See, that’s what I wanted him to understand. After getting

used to it, ya hardly notice.”

“Garlic is like that.”

“Exactly! Oh, I just love garlic!”

She leaned forward and poured out the tea.

He inhaled sharply, such that she heard, and jokingly said,

“Now, don’t lose your nerve on me. It is really quite good.”

Her cup was poured.

He hadn’t reacted to the tea. It was from her forward lean.

The  view into  her  top  took his  breath.  She  wasn’t  wearing

anything underneath.  It  wasn’t  the  fullness of  breast,  or  the

view of nipple that did it. There was a red mark on the curved

flesh  near  the  heart  area  the  outline  of  which  was  blurred.

Something of a strange tattoo illusion perhaps; there seemed to

be a depth to it.

Sitting  back,  steaming  cup  in  hand,  she  blew  across  it,

leaving him a coy smile and a moment to take the expression

in.

“I have an unsettled tummy, at times. That ever happens to

you? This particular stinky tea helps to settle it.”
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He blinked at her several times.

Giving him a bit longer, she tucked a leg up to sit upon and

draped an arm along the sofa back. Making a joke, she looked

over the back, but then stopped, pretending to think better of it.

The pantomime antic gave him a chuckle.

“Good to  hear  you laugh,  Sean.  I  enjoy  a  man’s  laugh.

Yours is particularly nice.”

He found his voice, “Particularly nice, or peculiarly nice?”

Her head tilted, the smile becoming crooked with eyebrows

scrunched up. “You know the answer to that,” she said, leaning

forward again, but further.

He dared not allow his eyes to venture off hers, as he knew

the  trap  that  awaited  below.  What  was that  red  tattoo?  His

thoughts were a jumble as to why she was teasing him so.

For some reason he asked, “So what’s going on with Craig

then?”

This question was not what she had been expecting.  The

whole scene had been mapped in her head while in the back. A

change of clothes had occurred. The smallest dab of perfume

applied.  Returning  to  him,  how it  was to  play  out,  she had

anticipated,  would be straight  forward.  Innocently flashing a

view a few times should have been a guy hooking slam-dunk.

Instead, the words of his question came as a shock.
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Her arm slipped off the sofa back, finding a place to lay in

her lap. A movement of shoulders adjusted herself under the

shirt. Then retrieving the cup, a sip of hot tea was forced down.

The resulting burning produced cold words. “I really have no

idea.”

“But surely there must be someone you can call?”

“No one.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I  know  you  don’t.  Don’t  bother  yourself.  Believe  me,

there is nothing to be done.”

“Why do you say that?  I  care  about  him.  He is  family.

There is responsibility.”

“He isn’t, you know.”

“Sure he is. From my brother. Craig is his son.”

“Hmm… Well, can I tell you something? Promise me you

won’t get mad.”

“I don’t get mad, though I really don’t like that idiom. How

can anyone make a promise before they know the details? How

can the other have any expectation it will be kept?”

“It is just a figure of speech, Sean,” she said, while looking

at the floor.

“Well whatever. I promise.”

“OK.  Here’s  the  thing,”  she  said,  but  then  paused.

Reaching high under the top she began to scratch at herself.

The movement continued automatically. It was only when she

JEFF HAYES 27 FOLLOWING FATE



BREEZE

became aware of what was going on that it stopped. The hand

returned to her lap, shoulders again made an adjustment.

A  quick,  strained  smile  flashed  before  she  continued,

“Right,  so here it  is.  You feel  Craig is family;  however,  he

doesn't return the sentiment. That is what I wanted to say.”

“I know,” he said dryly.

“You do!?”

“Yes. It doesn’t change my feeling. He is going through a

thing.  He will  come around.  Until  then,  we remain here for

him.”

“I’m not so sure of that.”

“I am.”

“You are too good, Sean. Makes me forget you are a man.”

“Hah! Well, ah…”

“Don’t take that so literal. Just another figure of speech.”

“Oh. I see.”

She touched at his knee, then gave it a push. “You haven’t

tried your tea yet. Come on, give it a go. I am curious for your

opinion.”

He picked up the cup and gave it a cautious sniff. His nose

unconsciously crinkled. She strained to stifle a laugh, to keep a

neutral face from his look of serious concentration.

“Careful,” she said playfully, distracting his attention from

the dark black tea. “It still might be hot. Gotta drink it like that

to get the proper effect in your tummy. Otherwise,  it  is just

another stinky tea.”
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He sipped, slurping a bit before taking a proper drink.  A

second was had before the cup went back to the table.

“Well?”

“What do I think?”

“Yes. Don’t be coy with me. I want you to tell me what

you think.” There was a pause and the smirk’s reappearance.

“Whatever the thought that pops into that arty head of yours.”

Sean peered at the cup. “It does stink, though maybe it’s

too cold.”

“Oh, I doubt it.” She took a big drink and kept at it until the

cup was drained. His eyes were upon her as the movement of a

hand rubbing upon her revealed belly had intended. A strong

play,  heavy curves of  breast  were hinted at  being visible as

well. The tenuousness of the shirt was apparent.

“Helps the drink go down. Can feel the heat in my hand

working it around,” she explained replacing the cup upon the

table. As an afterthought, the shirt was adjusted back to cover

skin  that  had  been exposed.  A glimpse  was left,  leaving  in

view that  some buttons  of  the pants  were undone,  not  only

some of the top.

His cup was fumbled from the table and the contents were

also drained.

He said, “I gotta tell you, there is something. When I am in

your presence—”

“I know, huh. I feel the same.” She rocked to tuck the other

leg under her seat.
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“There’s this guilt though from indulging in thoughts.”

“Don’t feel guilty. I don’t.”

“But I do.”

“Listen, don’t.”

“It’s Craig. I can’t betray him.”

“He is gone, Sean. Probably for good.”

“How can you say that?”

“Maybe it is for the best.”

“No. How can you be sure?”

“I have good intuition for people. The intention was clear

in his aura, what I call, ‘Happy Trails.’”

He looked at his feet.

She  saw  he  was  shutting  down.  Only  a  brief  moment

remained  before  he  was  gone.  She  chose  then,  saying

cheerfully, “Hey–ya!”

He didn’t respond.

“Hey Sean,” she said.  Squaring her  shoulders and sitting

upright on her legs, she gave him a push. “Look at me!”

He responded mechanically,  but looked at the sofa back,

not her.

“What are you doing the rest of today?”

“Work.”

“On?…”

“Not sure. I thought to sketch some on a new piece.”

“That sounds like fun.”
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He hadn’t heard the light sarcasm in her voice, and carried

on.

“I haven’t been able to sort out what it is. Kinda stuck. It’s

been  troubling  me.  That’s  why  I  came  down  here  when  I

should be working. To get some distance from the problem—”

“And it will solve itself. I know about that exactly!”

He looked at her.

She grinned and said, “How’s that going?”

“Probably worse than before.”

“Ah.”

Looking at his teacup, she considered if there was enough

left in the pot to pour a second cup. Instead, she said, “I’ve an

idea. Maybe it’s brilliant, maybe it’s not. You tell me.”

Raising her eyes, they were excited.

“You do me!” she blurted out.

He was taken aback as though she had just ripped her top

off and smushed his face into her breasts. She was pleased he

responded with the exact intended jolt.

“You do me, you know, in your paintings. I will model for

you.”

“I  don’t  paint  people,  or  any  realism,  for  that  matter.  I

don’t do that anymore.”

“Why not!?”

“The  process  becomes  too  disturbing.  This  will  sound

strange, but I assure you it is what really happens. The piece

will  start  off  all  innocent,  like  any  other.  As  the  work
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continues, and the image becomes more mature, there comes a

point where it becomes alive. Knowing where this was going,

as it  happens every time, shouldn’t  be a surprise except that

each manifestation  will  be slightly  different.  All  try  to  take

control as the will within strengthens and its destiny is fleshed

out.  Even the thought  of  its  eventual  appearance scares me.

Demands from the canvas invoke compulsion of the forbidden,

of what is required inside their world, and emerging into ours.

There will be no peace until I comply. I have tried repeatedly,

but resistance proves futile…”

“What does that mean?”

“The painting makes demands. It tells me things. Things I

don’t want to hear. Things that I can’t bear to hear.”

“OK. I did not know that.”

“That’s why I just paint abstract futurism now. Abstract is

safe.”

“Because they don’t talk to you?”

“No. They do, but there isn’t much relevance. I can ignore

them, for the most part.  The things I learn haven’t happened

yet. Possibly won’t even involve me. See, in that vignette, their

motion is safely detached.”

“Interesting. Right, well that is totally understandable.”

“It  is?  I  don’t  believe  others  would  think  so.  I  mean,  a

painting animated with sound and motion, like a movie? If I

heard  that  from  somebody,  I  would  think  they  were  either
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having a laugh, or that they should be. The alternative could

only be that they were a total loon.”

“I  don’t  think  you are a  loon,  Sean,  at  least  not  totally.

Moreover, I think that you and I have a lot more in common

than not. Please don’t freak out when I say this, but I know

where your thoughts are because mine are there too. Somehow

we have, or will, probably both simultaneously share the same

experience. Now who is the total loon, eh?”

She unfolded her legs and rocked forward, smiling warmly.

He looked at her and broke into an appreciative smile. The

red tattoo mark had flashed into view; though it remained in

the periphery, he didn’t react.

She reached to take his hand; he complied, reluctantly. The

heat of his hand contrasted with the iciness of hers. He almost

withdrew in reflex; however, she squeezed tight, not allowing

him release unless it was her volition.

Still smiling, she said, “So, it is settled then?”

“What is?”

“I will be up shortly to your studio. You will do a lovely

whatever of me. Be it abstract or realism, it is for the artist to

decide  what.  I  don’t  fear  the  forbidden,  and  you  shouldn’t

either with me. ‘Let the fates carry us where they will.’”

Her hand maintained a grip on his. She studied the effect

before releasing him, looking up to ask, “That’s how it’s said,

right?”
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He replied,  matter-of-factly,  “The canvas decides.  I  have

very little to do with it but to follow directions fatefully as best

I can.”

“You have a fresh canvas for this decision at the ready?”

“Yes.”

“Great! I’ll clean up here. Got a little bit to do out back”—

she inclined her head towards the workshop door—“small task

to  wrap  up.  Another  to  start  that  will  percolate  along  fine

without attention.  Then, all will  be ready for tomorrow. The

rest  of  the day you will  have me to do with as you will.  I

suppose the night as well. But, I’ll have to be back down here

by early in the morning—next phase to attend to, and all. So

you can’t dawdle me into distraction then. Suits?”

She sprang from the sofa, pulling at his hand to stand him

up, and led to the door.

“This is  totally  exciting!  I  haven’t  done the model  thing

before,  but something tells  me I  will  be really  into it.  How

have you managed, you devious man, in making me into your

number one fan?”

She  flung  the  door  open  and  pushed  him playfully  out.

“Now shoo, so I can get everything all sorted happy here.”

He found himself out the door and back into the dim. As he

turned  for  the  stairs,  she  called  out,  “I’m  really  excited  to

participate in your magic. The prospect of it is right. You know

this as well, don’t you? Like we’ve done all this before and are

now old friends for it.”
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The  door  closed.  He  began  to  climb  the  stairs,  rather

stunned with how this visit had turned out. What was up with

her  parting  words,  ‘participate…prospect’?  She  had

maneuvered into his privacy through her vivaciousness, which

she possessed in spades. Was there an end-goal?

Reaching the top of the stairs,  he felt  light,  happy even.

One thing for sure, the tea had settled his stomach. She had

been right on that point. Just then, unbidden, an insight came

concerning  the  piece  that  had  been  troubling  him.  He

quickened  his  step  to  get  back  to  the  studio  to  sketch  the

thought out while it was still clear. On the way a decision was

made to wait until she was in the studio before choosing the

canvas. They would not speak to him until she was present. If

he chose beforehand, it would not work out well.

Sarah remained with her back against the closed door; her

eyes were closed as well. Heat should have exited from slow

sedative breaths to minutely warm the room; however, that did

not occur. The room retained its icy cold as though there was

no living presence in occupant.

There remained no movement from her until the sound of

Sean clearing the top of the stairs, then her eyes sprang open

and  a  smile  appeared.  This  smile  was  for  herself.  She  was

genuinely happy.

She pushed off from the door and headed for another, the

workroom.
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The entrance was a double door. When she and Craig first

moved  in,  the  doors  were  jammed  shut.  One  had  to  put  a

shoulder to it to get through. Craig wasn’t useful in so many

ways to her. That he seemed to be utterly clueless got on her

nerves. How could he be so, unless he was willfully doing it?

Or not. Either way, it did not matter; she chose to decide he

was being useless on purpose; it was easier that way. In her

frustration,  she  would  make  him  aware  of  being  in  on  the

game.  However,  since  moving  into  Sean’s  house  there  had

been  a  change.  Concerning  the  discipline  of  home  repair

handyman, he now did excel. The spirit had gotten into him.

The  double  door  issue  got  sorted.  From  the  ease  the  latch

operated  now,  she thanked the memory for  his  service,  and

wished  him  well  in  whatever  life  he  has  now  undertaken,

wherever that might be.

The door was closed behind her out of habit. A long work

table took up the most part of a wall. At one end was a canvas

sack.  It  was  mostly  empty.  A  small  amount  of  product

remained. That was her task, to finish the sorting, partitioning

and weighing. The packing machine dutifully vacuum sealed

what it  was provided.  The result  was stacked vertically  in a

black  plastic  crate,  footlocker  shaped.  This  last  crate  was

almost full. From her work, it would be made so. Other crates

were  stacked one  atop  the  other  in  the  corner  by  the  street

door. Each were plastic wrapped. There was a machine for that

as well.
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A dark blue worker’s jumpsuit laid over a bar screwed into

the wall.  Craig’s doing,  the bar.  Smelling at  the material,  it

wasn’t too rank. She peeled out of her clothes, watching in the

floor length mirror. The red mark was there, though she didn’t

notice. Instead, she briefly felt herself, stretching at ivory-pale

skin.  Turning around put  her  backside in  the mirror.  It  was

wiggled briefly.  Eyes closed while the movement continued.

Turning again found her face forward. Her eyes flashed open

to catch the image of herself as the moment arrived.

After standing still in time, the clock ticked forward. She

rediscovered the contact. The other hand had been scratching

softly at the mark upon her breast, unaware, fingering the edge,

slipping briefly inside. The smock was taken from the rack and

stepped  into.  It  was  smelled  again  before  being  zipped  up.

Some chemical odors can never be removed. Someday this one

too would follow the others in the burn pile.

Headphones hung from a hook.  She checked the  battery

level in them. Still enough. Afterwards, they would be put on

the charger  to be fully  ready for  the next  session.  Snuggled

over her ears and switched on, the already quiet room became

even more so. When the tunes started, the sound was low at

first, then automatically raised to a bone splintering level. The

crush  required  by  the  heavy  metal  beat  did  something.

Movements  quickened.  Staccato  defined  her.  The  respirator

was slipped on and the tabs pulled snug.
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“Yeah baby, yeah, oh” was the sound that came repeatedly

out of her mouth in the quiet room. Were there a mirror on

some wall, stillness would be the reflection.
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CCHAPTERHAPTER III III

The Canvas SpeaksThe Canvas Speaks

he studio floor was polished wood. Sarah had known

this;  her  feet  were  shod  appropriately  with  leather

soles—how else to make a proper entrance? She started down

the hall,  getting  a running start.  The  hall  was also polished

wood.  That  it  was  hadn’t  been  taken  into  calculation.  The

slipperiness almost took her out before she even got a proper

start.  By fortune,  the way was managed, turning to land just

inside the studio archway.

T

She careened into the room sliding like on ice; however,

unlike skates, her shoes had zero turning ability. A work table

covered in jars and other paraphernalia was right in her path.

There would be a collision.

Sean looked up from a chair by the window. He had been

feverishly sketching.  He saw Sarah at  the same moment the

table  collision  warning  klaxon  had  gone  off  in  her  head.

Coincidentally, the same sound occurred for him.
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A clever idea came to her to foot paddle in an attempt to

alter  course.  Naturally,  this  did  not  work;  however,  it  did

succeed in losing her legs out from under her. She fell flat on

her tummy. The dress wasn’t as slick as leather on wood. As a

result, she slid to a disheveled stop just under the table.

Propping herself up on an elbow, she said in an appropriate

voice, “Eh, what’s up, doc?”

He turned to a fresh page in the sketch pad and drew on it

briefly.

She waited, maintaining the pose, not daring to move even

to cover what of herself had become less so.

After a few pen stroke gestures, the pad was turned to her

direction.

She replied, “Well, yeah! That better not be binary!”

On it was drawn ‘10.’

He turned the pad back to himself, as if to review it. After a

confused look, he said,  “I am pretty sure that is the number

ten.”

“Best  clarity  I  could  expect  from  an  artist,”  she  said,

gathering herself upright while straightening the dress.

She crossed the room to stand behind him. Leaning over his

shoulder, she asked, “What ‘cha doing?”

“Trying out some ideas.”

“On the piece you were stuck on?”

“The same.”
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She moved a couple steps in front  of him,  regarding his

posture,  and that  he might  regard  hers.  The  dress had been

carefully chosen for just this moment—not too much shown,

and not too little. There was light reflected in the other’s eyes.

After a moment of further regarding, she asked, “So how’s

it go–ing?”

“I think I’ve got it figured out.”

“Stellar!”

“Yeah. There was inspiration from you.”

“Naturally. At my best with that inspiration thing. Glad to

have provided a little your way. Be forewarned though, there’s

more where that came from.”

“More than a little. A rather large helping of you.”

She curtsied for him and said, “I suppose my work here is

done. If you will not be needing my further services today, I

shall remove my distraction so that you may, to use an artist’s

term, ‘Get on with it.’”

Promptly, she turned to leave.

The big smile fell from his face. “No-no! Must you go?”

She paused. “Your new piece, don’t you want to start it?”

“Absolutely, I surely do.”

“Well?”

“You are my new piece, your portrait, I mean.”

“I am flattered, for sure. Certain you want to do me? What

words  would  my  painted  image  expose?  Suppose  it  tells

naughty  things  and  taunts  you  to  act  upon  them?  Am I  to
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believe  you  are  a  man  trustworthy  of  my  most  secret  of

secrets?”

“That is not a worry.”

“Well, I should hope not, but are you confident enough to

take a chance? I’d say yeah, risk it. But that’s me.”

She  paused  to  take  in  a  deep  breath,  which  caused  a

stretching of the dress. “I am as I am. It is for you to decide.”

“So you will stay?”

“Yes, I will stay. You will have to indulge me though. As I

said, I have not been an artist’s model before.  What do you

want me to do?”

“Here,” he said, standing suddenly. “Sit here. The light is

perfect.”

She sat. “OK, and?”

He was moving off  across the  room.  She called  at  him,

“Hey! Where are you running off to?”

He called back without turning. “Sorry. Have to go to the

little boy’s room before we get started.”

“Understood. I’ll  just wait  here then,” she said,  and then

followed with a smirk, “Tea has a way of doing that. Diuretic,

you know, among other things. Take your time, work it out.”

He waved a hand and was out the door.

“Say an ‘ello to Harry Plopper from me.”

After looking out the window, the chair was pulled closer

so it was fully in the light and the view outside was better. The

park across the street was an oasis of openness contrasting the
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expansive crampedness of the city. In the view there were no

buildings  obscuring  the  daylight.  Which  also  implied  no

spectator possibilities but for a dedicated arborist in a treeboat

hammock. A voice conveyed that it should be worth the effort

for  the corresponding voyeuristic  reward.  In  response to  the

soothing  tone,  she  pushed  back  in  the  plush  chair  while

stretching out  luxuriously.  The sun was warm and the chair

was  comfortable,  which  began  to  make  her  drowsy.  It  was

suggested that further adjustment be made to better appreciate

of the heat. The icy fetters could be escaped for a time if she

was but  to  give  herself  over.  There  followed no thought  of

protest from her. In result, right away she began to nod off. An

image  of  encircling  flowers  and  their  attending  fragrance

accompanied the fading slideshow’s conclusion.

It  seemed  but  a  moment  passed  before  the  comfortable

dream of  swimming  in  a  tropic  sea  was  interrupted  by  the

simultaneous sound of a gasp and the shattering of something

glass upon the floor. As instructions had guided, the swim had

been transformative. It was another who feigned being startled

awake.

Sean  was  halfway  across  the  room,  by  the  table  where

Sarah’s perfect ten had been awarded earlier. His score would

be less, as it involved only a paint pot being knocked off the

table.
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Finding  her  voice  immediately,  she  said,  “Got  yourself

nicely relaxed, back from potty business and ready to start, are

you? How do you want me? What shall I do?”

He continued to gawk.

His reaction of inaction had not been expected. Rethinking

the measured scene,  she covered by jovially  asking,  “What?

Did I  mess up already? Moved the chair  too much into the

light?  But  it’s  so  lovely  warm.  Made  me  sleepy.  Afraid  I

honestly dozed off.”

“Ah…” he stammered.

And then it came to her, and she was off in that direction—

play the buffoon.

“What?!” she asked,  touching at  herself.  “Is my hair  too

long? Shall I put it up? Had thought about getting it cut short.

Would be a cute look and definitely more practical than this

big curly mop, don’t you think? But, I have had the length for

such a time; maybe it is too long to make a change—rather to

keep  growing  it  out.  That’s  probably  better,  wouldn’t  you

think?”

While prattling on, she had pulled her hair up, holding the

bun with both hands, awaiting his reply.

He hadn’t said anything.

She tilted her head, letting the hair spill down. “Oh, is it

because no merkin obscures the natural down below, as with

the intemperate Oceanids, and the modern have picked up on?

And only purely by accident,  I might add, ‘cause if  that’s a
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problem,”  she said,  crossing her  stretched-out  legs,  “solved,

Titan’s offspring.”

“I just intended to do your face up close,” he said, meekly.

“What? Sorry. What did you say?”

He spoke again, but too loudly this time, “I just intended to

paint a closeup of your face! Not your nude!”

“Ah, well. Is there a problem with this form that you didn’t

want to use it? Posing, I mean.” she said nodding thoughtfully,

and then followed that with a finger-on-the-chin, “Hmm…”

The look was held between them until  she realized  how

honestly mortified he had become. Quickly, she added, “Ah!

Oh, my. My my my. A misunderstanding. I acted upon what

that man, Craig, had said artists always did with their models

—study of the nude form over extended hours, and all that. So

I just assumed you wanted the opportunity to, ah…”

She  stood,  “Silly  me.  There  I  go,  screwing  up  by

misunderstanding, again. It is so simple being in my meadow

in the company of flowers.  Being in the company of others

confuses me. Please forgive. Allow me a moment to make it

right.”

Taking the dress that had be draped across the chair back, it

was pulled over her head. Attempting to slither into it didn’t

work out, something was amiss.

“Sorry.  Backwards,”  she  explained,  taking  it  off  again.

There  was  an  extended  moment  while  the  material  was

untangled, as it had been pulled inside itself.
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There was another gasp from him.

“Sorry. I’ll get it sorted in a jiff. This material is tricky like

it was woven by a clutch of nervous spiders. How do women in

this period manage? It should all be so simple. But no, instead

it  is  twisted  all  out  of  proportion,  bearing  little  to  no

resemblance. Not at all what the Oceanids had intended.”

This  time she was able  to  pull  the dress over;  however,

there was another problem.

With her head still inside the material, she said, “Seems I

have gotten just a wee bit bigger in some places. ‘Curvy and

full  is the best,’  Craig had said. I took him at his word,  but

now this is the result.”

She pulled down increasingly harder. There was the sound

of  seams  being  strained,  but  for  the  most  part,  the  dress

stretched  out.  Continuing  the  pull,  it  was  drawn  over  her

inflated curves appropriately, if not a bit adult cartoonist.

“That’s got it,” she said, patting at the material. “You OK?

Your face has gone like really, really red. Is there water? Can I

get you some?”

He pointed and grunted weakly at a side table.

“Right. I am on it.”

She padded over with bare feet and poured two glasses. She

started towards him but stopped, glasses outreached. “You’ll

have to come to me.”
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He stared,  then looked down at her chest.  The dress had

remained  open  buttoned;  it  was  impossible  for  it  to  be

otherwise. An abundance of curve remained rather visible.

She smiled and explained, indicating the floor. “The broken

glass. This clay form is barefoot.”

Only hearing,  ‘barefoot,’  his eyes jerked down; however,

his feet remained planted.

Breaking the standoff, she waddled over to the sofa and put

the  glasses  on  the  table.  “Water’s  over  here,  when you are

ready,  Sean.”  She  sat,  attempting  to  adjust  herself  more

comfortable and less revealing. The effort proved futile.

Hearing her speak his name seemed to wake him up. He

looked  around  the  room  before  spying  the  broom.  It  was

retrieved with the companion dust pan.  The broken pot  was

swept up. There wasn’t much of a spill to attend to as it had

more cracked than shattered.

He crossed the room towards her, but then hesitated. Before

he  could  run  away,  she  patted  at  the  seat  cushion  beside.

“Come. Sit with me. We are obviously in need of a discussion

concerning the histrionics of what has just come to pass.”

After  sitting  briefly,  he  managed  to  get  out,  “Not

histrionics. Awkwardness.”

“Now there’s an understatement, ‘awkwardness,’” she said,

wiggling  an  adjustment.  A  seam  across  the  shoulder  had

enough. It let go with a whimpering sound of tearing, falling

down upon her arm.
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She looked at the material and shook her head. “This cycle

is obviously a bust; however, you’re not going anywhere until

we have this out.”

His look remained blank.

She shook her head in response before saying, “Lay down.

Put  your  head  on  my  lap,”  which  he  did  without  further

protest.

Their  eyes remained locked each to  the  other.  Her  hand

began to muss with his hair.

This soothing went on in silence; all the while, he felt she

was waiting to be asked something, but was at a loss as for

what. The sympathetic look had remained in her eyes. It was

exactly that: her kindness had disheveled his thoughts.

As  though  he  had  spoken  aloud,  her  head  nodded  in

confirmation,  back and forth,  lips smiling.  At last,  she said,

“You are on the right trek,  continue on.  Give in.  Relax into

me… Sean.”

A hand passed over his eyelids drawing them closed.

She continued,  “Still  your  thoughts.  You are safe.  I  will

protect you. Have assurance in that. Absolutely.”

Words wanted to pass his lips, an explanation; but before

they did,  she said,  “Shush. Relax. Take your mind to a safe

place. Don’t edit. Go with the first image that comes. Bring it

to life.  Surround yourself in its fullness. Allow it to become

your sanctuary.”
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As  if  by  command,  motion  began  in  his  head  without

volition.  An impulse  for  control  lurked  to  intrude.  Her  soft

words came again. From them, the urge passed. It was replaced

with an image. The scene was too bright at first. Like emerging

from a cave into the day, the light was painful.

Her voice echoed, “Relax.” He did. Brightness which had

washed out the scene, reduced in intensity—colors emerged.

“Where are you?” Her voice came in echo from all around.

“In a field, a meadow of wild grasses. There is a circle of

flowers. I am in the middle of them. They are tall, nearly to my

waist.  So  many  shapes  and  colors.  And  the  smell,  it  is

intoxicating.”

“I understand. Can you see into the distance? Tell me.”

“Yes. A short way off a forest begins. It is dark there, but

not foreboding.  Cooling,  from the heat  of  the meadow.  The

floor  is  covered  in  ferns.  A  creek  emerges,  cascading  and

splashing among stones.  It  crosses the meadow.  Beyond the

forest there are mountains. They are blue from haze across the

distance. There is snow upon them. Perhaps a glacier, though I

am not sure. It is hard to make out.”

He gasped, “There is a rainbow. The colors are glorious.

The arch extends across the ceiling of the sky. I feel if I was to

call  to  it,  it  would  come to  me.  Isn’t  that  glorious? That  it

would deliver me to far-away places.”

“Wait! Stop!” she said forcefully.

“What? Is something wrong?”
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“Nothing. Pay no heed. All is OK.”

A breath was heard before the voice continued, “Forget the

rainbow for now. Speak no more of it. Return your attention to

the meadow.”

“I am back.”

“Look around. Are there other features?”

“I hear the creek.  It  makes a gentle,  soothing song.  The

grass sways with  movement  from a breeze.  I  drift  with  the

sound it shapes. There is…”

“What is it? What have you seen?”

“Strange. There is a woman. I didn’t see her before. She is

near, by the forest—”

“What is she doing?”

“Splashing  in  the  creek.  The  sun  is  warm,  but  not  hot.

Shouldn’t the water be icy?”

“I suspect not. Or if it is, she doesn’t care.”

“Yes. Right. That makes sense.”

“Describe her.”

“Her back is to me.”

“That is OK. Say what you see.”

“I shall try. She is tanned dark, and, ahmm…”

“What?”

“Not wearing clothes.”

“Really? Well,  antics in springs are  the way of nymphs.

Pay no heed. Continue with the description.”
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“Her hair is light brown and wavy. It is long, all the way

down upon her backside; long, such as yours. She is playing a

game  hopping  to-and-fro  upon  the  stones.  The  hair  length

chases her as a partner in the movement as though there were

another.”

“Sounds fun.”

“Ah, but now she has stopped.”

After a moment, he drew in a sharp breath.

“What has happened?”

He didn’t respond.

“Sean? Hello?”

“The woman has turned. She is looking directly at me.”

“OK.”

“She isn’t embarrassed by her nudity.”

“Why should she be? She is as the Oceanids intended.”

“Because I am an intruder. I don’t have permission.”

“Don’t you? To this nymph you are not a stranger.”

Jerking, he took in another breath sharply.

“You  have  become  rigid.  What’s  the  matter?  Has

something happened?”

“The distance separating us has collapsed.  I  am standing

right in front of her, almost touching. She has stepped forward

and now we do touch. I feel heat from her contact against my

nakedness.”
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The fingers entwined in his hair withdrew and the lap he

rested on shifted slightly. He adjusted with a slight groan, and

was silent.

“Relax.  Find  yourself  again.  Now,  tell  me  what  is

happening,”  the  voice  in  the  air  asked  lightly.  There  was

something different in the tone. The sound was deeper, even

more soothing than before.

“She is exploring our contact and is happy for it.”

He took in a breath. “Her touch is overwhelming. I notice

that her hair is wet. She does as well, following my focus. She

shakes at it, her hair. It flails about us like ropes. Some drops

splash  upon my face.  The  water  is  hot.  I  feel  its  thickness

running.”

“Open your eyes, Sean,” the voice commanded softly. He

was reluctant to leave the image. The woman had just pressed

tightly,  enveloping  him.  They  had  kissed.  He  was  drawn

deeply  into  her  presence,  readying  the  tension  to  give  of

himself entirely.

But  there  was a  change in  her  action;  she stopped him.

Words were whispered, “Not yet. It is too soon. Another is yet

to be present. Come to me later in fullness. You both will be

received. Until  then,  I  await  in patience.” She withdrew and

nodded for him to leave, departing with the words, “Return to

me in your true form.”

Her dance upon the stones resumed as the scene faded to

black.
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Involuntarily,  he  open  his  eyes,  just  a  bit  at  first,  then

widely. With a gasp, he stiffened. The woman on whose lap he

lay was no longer Sarah. It was the woman from the image.

“My disguise is revealed. What have you done!” she chided

playfully.  “Just a moment before you were so relaxed”—she

glanced down his length—“well, most of you. Just look at the

state you’ve got yourself in.”

She  chuckled  at  her  joke.  “You  knew  to  find  me  in  a

favorite place, sly one. I had confidence you would, even so

encumbered by this form and its obvious impediments. And so

you did!”

Shaking her  head,  she smiled.  “I  am amazed the lengths

you go to against yourself. You said I would never understand.

And truly, messenger, you were right: I am much too dim.”

His cheek twitched in reflex as another drop landed, but his

confusion was too great to recognize it.

“Now, see me here. Both places are near, but separated by

time.”

“Sarah?” he asked, meekly.

“No,  Iris,  not  that  clay  form.  Sarah  has  passed  into  the

winds of time. I am your Antheia.”

“What?” formed soundlessly on his lips. Another drop fell.

After several blinks of his bewildered brain, their source was

acknowledged.
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“Yes, yes, I am full to bursting. It is really uncomfortable,

as well you know. This was all your doing, or will be. You

now though, are so fragile, so delicate, as to be almost caught

up in  the winds as was your  dear  Sarah.  You forbid  me to

interfere, but those were words difficult to honor. It cannot be

allowed  to  happen  to  you.  Please,  Iris,  end  this  burlesque.

Come back to me.”

She  paused  in  consideration.  In  that  brief  moment  a

decision was arrived at.  From the look, it appeared weighty.

She  nodded  in  affirmation,  and  said  somberly,  “Thus,  the

waiting has got me into this state.  You are not her.  My Iris

would laugh, tell me I am being soft. Chide me for allowing

others to witness my weakness. Probably right. I am deserving

of her ire. Everything there is to know about me the messenger

knows. She, above all others, is my intimate friend, after all.

And I am hers.”

Antheia cradled Sean’s head, lifting him slightly. With her

other hand she directed a breast. “Still, it is agonizing what you

have required of me. At least allow me this succor, not-Iris.”

He was stunned. Reflexively, his mouth opened.

She  winced  in  response,  saying  lightly,  “Teeth.  I  am

sensitive, hungry nymph.”

The  hot  liquid  poured  into  him,  heat  flowed  down  his

throat. The presence brought recognition of the milk displacing

the hollowness within, filling his belly.
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Looking  down,  she  sighed  in  relief.  “The  others  laugh,

saying I am simple. And, you require of me to abase myself,

reminding my role is to observe,  to tend my flowers.  I  find

peace while surrounded by them; they provide me solace. You

were right  in that.  However,  waiting is  not an end in itself.

Upon each reset I hope it to be the last. For how long must the

cycles continue?”

She winced, eyes widening, as he moved to take more in.

“But, I am happy for this stolen moment, even though I know

this clay you travel in will forget.”

As the hollowness was satisfied, her words followed him,

drifting off.  Time became disjointed.  There was a pause,  an

anticipation,  as  the  first  breast  was  emptied.  He  searched

greedily from its withdrawal.

“Covetous my partner is. Patience. I have more for you,”

and the second breast was brought in.

The flow of warmth resumed, and then increased. She had

been caressing at his belly, though now searched lower. Before

he  could  realize,  the  result  was  immediate.  Heat  surged  in

response.

She cooed, “Relief.  We understand each other.  You shall

return my meager gift greatly from your own. Iris, I remember

the oath.  It  is but a small  thing to discover patience from a

promise.”
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The sharing between them continued for time uncounted.

Eventually, there was a movement; she shifted her lap, relaxing

him back.

“You  are  stronger,  as  am  I.  Thank  you  for  that.”  She

rocked his head and sighed. Pushing at him, he sleepily sat up.

She stroked his  cheek.  “However,  it  is  not  enough.  The

baggage must be disgorged.” Her eyes narrowed, “You have

the strength to feel that now—the mass filling your belly. My

milk surrounds its stoniness. It will provide protection from the

sharp edges, for a while.”

The room began to spin in orbit around the stone. The wall

edges blurred.

“I don’t feel well,” he sighed, and fell into her shoulder.

Her arm reflexively encircled his head.

His  contact  brought  tears  to  her.  Though  she  tried  to

suppress it, fear started in her eyes. Suppressed doubt could no

longer be ignored. From the recognition, a tear fell.  Wetness

found his cheek. She kissed at it, recovering the saltiness, less

it should affect him. It was not her role to awaken the nymph.

Whispered words chanted, “What has been forgotten must

be remembered. Only when it is acknowledged can power be

reclaimed.”

She kissed his cheek again, as another tear had fallen upon

it.
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“If  what  you  encounter  becomes  overwhelming,  don’t

tarry,  find me in the meadow. I will  be there.  I cannot take

your burden, but you mustn’t suffer the incumbrance alone.”

Sitting  back to  look him seriously in  the eyes,  she said,

“Now, return to the forgetful repetition of your mortal  sleep

until it is no longer. Be gone with you!”
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CCHAPTERHAPTER IV IV

Stages of PerceptionStages of Perception

wareness returned to Sean. He found himself standing

before  a  familiar  door.  Behind  it  were  stairs

descending into a dark cellar and the landing below.

A
Unsure, he continued to stand there, frozen in place.

A spider crossed his vision. Welcoming the distraction, he

pronounced, “My, you are a tiny one.”

Its path was towards the doorknob. Sean’s hand was drawn

there as well, automatically turning the knob.

“Remember the forgotten,” said the messenger. The sound

drifted in the aether, but he did not hear.

The door opened suddenly inward, pulling out of his hand.

It locked against the stop with an authoritative click.

Still,  his feet did not move, only his eyes did, tracing the

outline  of  the  door  frame  before  venturing  deeper.  To  his
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surprise, the expected gloom wasn’t there. It was always there,

like an unknown creature lurking. But this time it wasn’t.

Thought returned to the spider, pronouncing, “The world is

vast, incomprehensible. All you know is what is seen before

you. The beyond doesn't exist in your limited perception. What

remains is incomprehensible fog.”

He  looked  again,  but  could  no  longer  find  the  spider.

Abandoning it to the fates, he said, “Safe journey, little one.”

Returning attention to himself, he realized time had passed,

but not how long. The next scene waited upon his volition for

the actors to commence their performance.

“Why are  you hesitating?”  he chided,  before  willing  his

feet forward.

Crossing  the  threshold,  brightness  illuminated  the  void

from the  skylight  above.  Looking  up,  a  hand was raised  to

shield  from  the  directed  intensity.  The  movement  disturbed

suspended dust which drifted lazily, reflected in the brilliance.

Discovering the absence of gloom, a feeling of what should

have been joy passed stillborn;  no comfort  was to be found

here. Indeed, the earlier dread was not lessened. Somehow, it

was familiar, this dread—as though it were a natural state of

being.

Further thoughts were interrupted. In the far corner below a

movement occurred in the shadows.
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“Hello!”  he  called  out,  quickening  his  descent,  almost

tripping on a tread.

He nervously called again, “Who’s there? Show yourself.”

The movement was audible, a scuffling drag of feet. It was

louder than his own step.

“I know you are there. I can see you,” he said hopefully;

however, a quiver in his voice betrayed the thin bravado.

For  the  briefest  of  a  moment,  the outline  of  a little  girl

began to solidify just outside the light as his eyes adjusted from

the glare. He thought there was another, but realized it was her

voluminous  hair.  She  turned  to  look  up,  acknowledging  his

call. Her eyes reflected a glint of sunlight, though she remained

wholly in the dark. They glowed in directed intensity, at once

hypnotic.

He had to look away after tripping on the stairs. Both feet

fumbled down several treads. He reached out in panic to lean

heavily upon the railing and somehow managed to regain his

balance checking the fall.

“I could have gone headfirst! That would have been a nasty

tumble.”

Upon reaching the bottom of the stairs, his breath came in

gasps. However, he didn’t wait to recover; he rushed towards

the corner thinking she was trapped.

But there was no little girl. Only a cold draught of air met

him. And, an odor. Of what he couldn’t identify at first. It was
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slight, too distant, as if an echo of something much stronger

had passed, a something of earthen origin.

Then it came to him exactly. He shuddered, trying to push

away the image that flashed into his head: Two nude corpses, a

woman and a man, laying twain atop filth. Their melting flesh

stained the dirt a dark wet. Each faced the other, jaws agape in

conversation  of  death.  Gray-hazed eyes  locked to  the other,

unblinking.

He  pushed  harder,  attempting  to  banish  the  image.  The

thought reluctantly moved aside; it  was replaced by a call,  a

singular memory that was just out of reach. It tickled as though

desiring  to  be  known,  however,  remaining  stubbornly  in

anonymity.

Across the way was the anteroom to the apartment. He was

shocked out of stupor when the door was flung open, as if by

command of his will. A woman’s head peered out. He thought

it was the little girl’s, but knew immediately that was a false

projection.

The head belonged to Sarah, lovely Sarah. The recognition

proved  a  disappointment  at  not  discovering  the  little  girl

instead,  face to face.  But,  that feeling was quickly displaced

with another,  a happy though disturbing one,  the strength of

which welled up from deep inside the primitive.
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Sarah first looked up the stairs before turning.  Then, she

saw him. A moment passed in recognition, as if to gather her

thoughts for the appropriate reaction.

“Sean? I thought I heard somebody out here. What are you

doing in the dark?”

“A  little  girl”—words  stumbled  out,  the  feeling  had

transformed into guilt—“I didn’t know you had one.”

Confusion flashed across her face. “What?!”

“You did not tell me. What is her name?”

“There are no children here. Especially not a little girl.”

Sean pursed his lips. Before he could ask the obvious, she

answered, “Craig and I don’t have children.”

“But I saw her, from the landing. She was standing right

there,  in  that  corner,”  he  said  weakly,  pointing  a  trembling

finger at the dim gloom.

Sarah stepped fully out of the door, leaning to look behind

him. “I don’t see anyone.”

“Yes, I know. She wasn’t there when I came down. Did she

go into the apartment when I stumbled on the stairs?”

During the explanation, his eyes had drifted down from her

face, lower, to the curves her posture had revealed. A deep red

mark on her chest pulled at his attention, the edges of which

were flaked in ugly black.

After  a  moment  she  caught  where  his  attention  was

focused; she smiled friendly and stood back, not pulling the top

closed.  A visible  breath  was taken  before  she  said,  “That’s
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what the noise was about, was it? I see. Did you hurt yourself?

Is that why you are out of sorts?”

“No.  I  didn’t  fall.  Caught  myself  in  time.  Just  stumbled

down  a  few  of  the  steps  is  all.  Has  got  me  out  of  breath

though.”

“You must be careful, Sean. Some of the treads are loose.

Stairs can be treacherous.”

She thought for a moment before continuing, “Silly of me

to tell you that. This is your house, after all.”

“My family’s house,” he corrected.

“Right… Well, there’s just you now though. No little girl

here. And none to be found in the apartment.”

He opened his mouth to tell her that it would be OK if there

were. But before he could, she interrupted, “That, I can assure

you.”

He remained perplexed and the moment turned even more

awkward.

She rescued them from the pause by saying cheerfully, “I

was just about to put the kettle on. Would you like to join me

for a cup of tea?”

Pulling  at  his  hand,  she  continued,  “Come  on.  My

invitation. A nice hot beverage will set all to right. I’ve some

yummy biscuits as well. Hospitality would provide the perfect

excuse to break them out. And, I would enjoy the company in

Craig’s absence.”
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He resigned  to  the  contact  of  her  hand.  The  cool  of  it

brought to his attention that she was icy cold. There was light

through the doorway but no heat from it.

“That-a-boy,  Sean.  You  can  tell  me  all  about  it.”  she

coaxed.

His  feet  moved  automatically.  She  continued,  “Get  you

warmed up. My, but you have the cold of death about you.”

He was startled by the turn about of her words. Feelings

from the morbid scene memory rushed up his spine, causing a

shiver.  But  thankfully,  the  image  of  the  two  dead  did  not

accompany it. Instead, the vision focused onto the memory of a

woman,  an  outline,  solidifying  to  draw  the  deeply  friendly

smile of pouty lips. Looking into her eyes, he found himself at

once  disarmed,  lost  from  further  thoughts  of  the  hideous

moment of that other vision.

A soothing  voice  spoke through  those  lips,  “Relax.  The

past will be played through, as the motion of its will.”

The words vibrated in his chest. There was truth in them;

but they faded, lost in echo.

“What was that?” Sean asked, desperate at their loss.

Sarah said over her shoulder, “I didn’t say anything.”

The woman in the image was not her, he thought. It was

just  Sarah  who  was  holding  his  hand,  leading  him.  He

recognized  tension  flowed  through  her  firm  grip.  Her  hair

danced  long  upon  her  back.  He  permitted  himself  to  be

distracted by the delight the simple movement brought.
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They  sat  at  the  kitchen  table.  Remnants  of  tea  and  the

mostly empty bin of biscuits were between them. Sarah had

done  most  of  the  talking,  carrying  the  conversation.  It  had

begun with assurances that Craig would attend to the hazard of

the loose treads on the stairs; she would see to it. Her words

carried on from there.

Pushed back in the chair, he drifted in and out, participating

automatically.  He  enjoyed  the  animation  of  her  face  and

desired  the  performance  of  it  to  continue.  Her  reassuring

presence was timeless.

The conversation came back around to Craig. She spoke of

him  and  vaguely  about  the  business  which  required  his

absence. He had been away for many days, too many for her

liking,  since  they  had  taken  up  residence  in  the  apartment.

Craig’s absences had been tough of late for their relationship,

but worth it, now that his prospects had begun to turn around.

Or so he said.

She  interrupted  herself  to  emphasize  that  both  she  and

Craig were quite grateful for his generosity. That they think of

him as  a  gentleman  beyond generous—a dear,  special  soul.

And,  how  is  it  that  no  woman  has  yet  to  snatch  up  a

scrumptious catch such as himself?

Her words were punctuated between bites upon a biscuit,

underlined by the stare of her lively dark eyes.

JEFF HAYES 65 STAGES OF PERCEPTION



BREEZE

Sean had long lost the monologue thread.  His vision had

become blurred upon the image of the two nude corpses. The

woman’s  melting  face  was  superimposed  upon  Sarah’s.

Though words continued to be spoken, the image mouth was

still. It was locked open, the skin pulled back revealing straight

rows of  perfect  upper  and lower teeth.  Alignment  that  must

have required a dentist’s  diligent  labor  to  achieve.  Her eyes

were still as well, staring sightless, those cloudy-gray orbs.

Begging  attention,  more  of  the  scene  wanted  to  reveal

itself; it was the other, the man. Try as he might, he could not

resolve the face. It remained blurred. Sean felt if he could just

push at the image hard enough, it would resolve into perfect

clarity. But maybe he had it wrong. Whatever he thought was

blocking did not have the power to do so. Was it he who was

providing the obscurity?

After that thought passed, the vision blurred in movement

before  fading  to  an  almost  perfect  black.  This  was  another

place, and he was not alone.

There was a smell of flowers, a picnic in a meadow. It was

at the height of a lush spring. Memory of this occasion was a

favorite of his to revisit. It had occurred during a happy time of

youth. Though he had been alone, he had not been lonely. The

natural world was his companion, rewarding with flowers of

every shape and color. Their fragrance was intoxicating. The
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sun’s  sleepy  heat  had  required  of  him  to  strip  down  to

experience  their  bounty,  discarding all  baggage the day had

begun with. It had been joyful dancing upon the grass, leaving

clothes strewn in the wake.

Energy had carried him to and fro across the way until at

last he paused. Before he realized,  he had dozed off to only

awaken much later. The resulting tender sunburn had taken the

most part of a week to heal. The puffy swelling even longer.

His partner  at the time had not been understanding over the

interval. He gave her leave to discover others, perhaps who had

a less whimsical bent more to her appetite. Life is short; he was

not displeased to be rid  of her baggage,  as the meadow had

instructed him.

Before the sunburn earning nap, he had shouted into the

cloudless  blue  sky,  “Rejoice  Nature,  rejoice  upon  this  fine

day!” as loud as could be managed. While running in the waist

high grass, joyfully laughing, he again called out.

And  then  it  came  to  him  while  fleet  afoot,  a  logical

continuation of thought: such a special day as this could only

be made better if it was shared. From that singular thought, a

being  was  brought  into  actuality.  Behold,  the  moment  was

shared. However it came to pass, the past had changed. It was

no longer a memory replayed as he had remembered. Now not

alone, there was another in the meadow as there had always

been. A new memory had come, replacing the old.
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The other was a young woman with curly bright red hair

aflame.  A braid of flowers was upon her  head; these joined

streaks in  the fire  the long locks formed.  The flowers were

those that they weaved into chains earlier before the running

game began.

She  and  he  had  sat  together  laughing  while  stems  were

organized. When the last were weaved in, her eyes sparked in

acknowledgment,  her  hair  caught  the  fire  of  sunlight.  She

leaned forward.  He expected they would kiss.  She acted the

same. At the last moment before contact, the move proved a

feign.

“Tag.  You’re  it,  Iris,”  she  whispered.  To  reinforce  the

statement,  she tapped at his shoulder and leapt up, promptly

speeding off.  He remained  sitting,  stunned from the turn  of

events.

“Come on, slowpoke!” she called back. “Hurry up, or you

are going to miss it!”

Her  words  cast  a  spell.  Before  he  realized,  he  too  was

running—however, in the wrong direction.

“I’m over here, silly!” she called from behind. “But that’s

of no matter. Your Antheia can be over there as well. I am in

no need of a rainbow’s transport.”

And  now  she  was,  zigging  and  zagging  and  bounding

through the tall grass.
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She  was  proving  better  at  this  game  than  him,  slowing

intentionally, allowing him to catch up, before darting off—all

the while remaining just out of reach.

“Iris in her true form would prove the worthier opponent.

Why choose the clay of a man? I will never understand until

you deem to teach me. Here, this day, let me prove my worth

to you.”

After sprinting back until  only a short  distance separated

them, she turned and ran away, taunting, “Nah! Not–yet!”.

The  antics  continued.  Their  laughter  increased  over  the

moments.

The  chase  continued  on and on without  tiring.  At  some

point  she  must  have  discarded  her  clothes  as  she  was  now

without them. He, too, was in the same state. The scene had

changed  from  wind-blown  rolling  prairie;  they  were

approaching a river.

“Getting close to the nymph’s abode,” she taunted while he

followed, “teasing me with your seed in this clay form, you

gonna manage? Or will  the game for  two prove for  naught,

with  one  passing  their  pleasure  selfishly  within  themselves,

weak man?”

Their path was divided by the water. She had been a slight

distance  ahead.  Turning,  she  began  a  backward  run  while

facing him. The beauty of the sunlight upon the darkness of her
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skin glowed; her long hair,  now turned light brown, dazzled

him, trapping his attention. He stumbled and fell.

“Playing upon man’s base weakness, I’m not sporting, am

I?”

Upon getting back to his feet, her pace continued to prove

the  faster;  she was now far  ahead.  But,  the  giggles  got  the

better of her, or, so she pretended. She had barely managed to

call out with a laugh, “Don’t keep to yourself! Share with me!”

before  she  too  stumbled  and  fell,  vanishing  below  the  tall

grass.

He sprinted to where she had disappeared. The grass was

trampled, leading to that very spot; however, when he got to

where she had fallen, she was not to be found.

“Where are you?!” he called out. Looking across the river

flow to the bank on the other side, she was not there.

A short distance away, her head popped above the grass.

She giggled before controlling herself. He turned to the sound.

“Peep! There you are,” said a soft melodic voice. It was the

voice from before, the voice that had spoken when he entered

Sarah’s apartment.  He stood transfixed as knowledge of  the

sound resonated, vibrating within him like a bell.

She said, “I remain with you, Sean. Fret not, I will not let

go. Return to me with offerings of peace in your heart. Bring

me this and you will find mine is yours, and we return to ours

to share again.  I  offer  my all.  Can you not do the same for

me?”
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He raced over to where the giggles following her soliloquy

had  disappeared  below  the  grass.  The  way  had  not  been

trampled, only the exact spot. She was not there.

He called out again, “Where are you?!”

Before  a  response  could  be  formed,  if  one  was  even

forthcoming, he was jerked off his feet strongly backwards, as

though from an elastic rope tied around his middle. The feeling

crushed the air out of him.

He returned into the awareness of Sarah. Her icy hand had

taken his. Had it been the soft caressing which had interrupted

the meadow play, bringing him back?

The next thing noticed was how painfully uncomfortable he

had become. Looking across the table found a manic grinning

face who seemed to be well aware of what was going on. The

resulting  embarrassment  was  added  to  his  list  of  present

discomforts.

After  several  blinks  to  clear  his  vision,  he  realized  that

there was only compassion upon her face.
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CCHAPTERHAPTER V V

An Empty Tin and What Came AfterAn Empty Tin and What Came After

arah leaned heavily upon the table. Her resulting

posture was almost a bow. She was in the middle

of saying that Craig allowed her freedom in how she chose to

entertain herself, and that she felt the same for him. She then

went off on a detailed philosophic explanation of polyamory.

S

Though  it  sounded straight  forward  to  Sean at  first,  the

further  she  got  into  the  intricate  details  of  what  she  called

ethical non-monogamy lifestyle, the more he was hard pressed

to follow. The terminology she used he had not heard before.

Phrasing such as, ‘The lesson learned from hierarchy decisions

over a nesting partner’s metamour will not soon be forgotten,’

the sheer depth of the vernacular, left his head spinning.

Clearly  though,  there  was  a  specific  point  she  had

reiterated,  ‘Freedom was important to give sustenance to the

nature that endeared them to each other.’  Craig was free,  as

was she, to choose their partners. Neither would interfere, as
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no approval was required. Each had complete confidence in the

judgment of the other.

Her  words  came  punctuated  to  an  end  like  a  bubble

popping. Spent, she slumped back in her chair, observing Sean

for reaction.

After a brief pause, a cheery voice said, “There you are,” as

if spoken in response to discovering his presence.

For  the  rest  of  this  chapter  and  all  the  others,  please
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CCHAPTERHAPTER VI VI

Gerridae Refute Mark DennyGerridae Refute Mark Denny

retending balance upon a further lily pad, she stopped

him in the middle of the room.P
“Foremost, I am interested” she said while waving an arm

as though she was a game show host revealing the prizes, “in

your  opinion  of  my  little  gallery,  as  a  man  of  art—a

professional.”

He  followed  her  movement,  reviewing  the  furnishings.

They  were  familiar.  This  had  been  his  apartment  before

moving  upstairs,  after  the  old  man’s  passing.  But  for  the

framed pictures on the walls, the room remained unchanged,

crowded with Loukas’ one-off Arts and Crafts creations. There

were pictures leaning on these too.

Gallery photos, he thought, they were all of her. Some were

obviously travel, beach locations with scantily clad background

scenery in  various  stages of  bliss.  A tropical  waterfall  nude

series, solo and group. Cliché.
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And  portraits.  These  pulled  at  his  attention.  All  looked

professional.  There was one in particular,  a black and white

fashion shot, blown large, poster sized. It was Sarah, of course.

There  was a construction  helmet  worn tilted upon her  head.

Water was visibly glistening off her as though from the sweat

of fatigue. Grease streaks accented skin and continued across

the shear white top. Movement flowed down the open, gravity

defying, cut-short jeans. Endless legs emerged from the ragged

edges.  The  top  and  denim  were  torn,  but  not  from  fatigue

actual  wear  produced.  These  were  expensive  tears,  designer

tears. He chuckled as the thought came: the only hard work in

the shot was being performed by the top. It was stretched tight,

impossibly so. There must have been strength in that material.

Not cotton, it just looked like it—some kind of synthetic.

She came beside, bumping at his shoulder playfully a few

times. “I did some modeling before Craig, among other things,

the gist of which will remain unmentioned. I thank you very

much to set aside such enquiry—at least until we know each

other better.”

For  the  rest  of  this  chapter  and  all  the  others,  please

purchase this book.  Available at the author's site, deppli.com
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CCHAPTERHAPTER VII VII

Will of the FatesWill of the Fates

here was a loud crash of splintering wood followed

by gruff laughter.T
Sarah was heard,  shouting,  “What the hell!  Couldn’t  you

boys have knocked? You are gonna pay for that door.”

“Oh jeez, gosh, sorry!” a voice said, sarcastically. “I told

my associate  here  to  ring  the bell.  Must  be he mistook my

guidance.”

Second voice, “Yeah, yeah. That was it. I got confused.”

“Doesn’t matter how it came about, you both are still  on

the hook.”

“Hook, hook, smook. Funny you should mention—”

There was a sound of stressed hinges groaning.

Second voice,  “See, it  closes just fine.  Good as new. No

harm done.”
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“—there  is  the  matter  of  your  delivery  having  become

irregular. Seems to me youse were cautioned against tardiness

becoming the new norm.”

Second voice, “It’s not like brown’s the new black.”

There  was a  pause.  And then,  second voice  said,  “It  is.

Don’t you know that?”

“Not a relevant point in the topic of conversation.”

“Well, I was just saying.”

“I appreciate your contribution. Duly noted.”

Another pause.

First voice asked, “Where is Ned?”

“He’s outside.”

“And why is he still outside?”

“Think he is a bit nervous.”

“What? Of our friendly visit with Sarah here?”

“Yeah. That.”

“Please bring him in. Time for introductions.”

For  the  rest  of  this  chapter  and  all  the  others,  please
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CCHAPTERHAPTER VIII VIII

In the Company of OthersIn the Company of Others

eaviness was in his bones. The image, ‘as though

I  am  made  of  clay,’  came  to  mind.  Blinking

several times brought forth the dim visage of a room from the

black. The wall was decaying from the damp in a soft crumble.

Light  was  coming  through  a  small  window  from  behind.

Laying prone on his back, he tried to turn towards the window,

but his body did not respond. He tried again,  with the same

result.  This  proved frustrating.  Willing  that  movement  must

break free, it did. Further motion proved easier which led to his

head  becoming  awkwardly  pointed  at  the  window  behind.

Resigned, he willed himself into a less strained position. The

view had confirmed what he already knew.

H

“This is the natural cellar, under the house,” he said aloud,

but no sound was uttered.

He closed his eyes to the dim, and time faded.
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Suddenly, his eyes flashed open. There had been a change.

The  echo of  the  sound that  had  awakened him had passed;

however,  the  familiarity  remained.  It  had  been occurring  at

regular intervals for some time, though he had failed to hear it

until just now.

Visibly,  the cellar  was brighter.  It  was still  dim,  but  the

wall’s state was all the more apparent. The window behind him

was letting light through. That was apparent without the need

to check. He wondered about the forecast. Was today predicted

to be a bright, clear day?

How long had he been here? Was he alone in the cellar?

His head proved less reluctant to his will than the rest of his

body—it rolled loosely, bobbing to the side.

For  the  rest  of  this  chapter  and  all  the  others,  please
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CCHAPTERHAPTER IX IX

Discovery of Forgotten Titans AncientDiscovery of Forgotten Titans Ancient

here  was  a  collision  upon  landing  against  a  soft

object.  Immediately,  a smell  of  cloves and jasmine

tickled at his nose. The fragrance was so strong that it flowed

to his tongue.

T
“I must be breathing to taste this sensation,” he thought.

“Yes,” a woman said. “You are. Open your eyes. Perceive.”

There  was an irresistible  desire  to  please this  voice,  but

still, he hesitated.

“Don’t be afraid. It is OK, Sean. Relax now. I have you.”

It  was  that  voice,  the  softly  spoken  one.  He  knew that

voice.

Obeying,  his  eyes  opened  to  see  a  beamingly  beautiful

woman. Her breath was upon him, as were her eyes. They were

kind eyes, rimmed with concern. The smell was of her person.

They were in direct, intimate contact. His head was upon her

lap. Brilliant light came in through the window, lighting her
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hair in a glowing globe—white-blond hair in long ringlets. He

looked aside, discovering this was his studio room, upstairs.

When he looked back to her, an image came, as a memory

from a dream. This woman was there. They were chasing each

other in a game of tag. The grass was deep and flowers were

involved.

For  the  rest  of  this  chapter  and  all  the  others,  please

purchase this book.  Available at the author's site, deppli.com
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ABOUT JEFF HAYES

Jeff Hayes has been working for many years as a Software

Engineering Consultant- not to be confused with his evil-twin,

of  no  relation.  Now located  in  Switzerland  as  an  employee

with a financial  firm,  he has found several hours free in his

daily commute. Daydreaming out the carriage window on the

green Swiss countryside, the idea came to him to consider the

train commute as renting a public space office. Balancing the

distraction  of  the  fellow  passengers  with  life  within  office

space  cube  walls,  thus  began  Jeff's  side  work  realizing  his

thoughts into words.

Though many pets and a few horses have graced Jeff's life,

he presently finds himself pet free, for the short term.
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CONNECT WITH JEFF HAYES

Jeff  enjoys talking with his readers for  reflections words

can  bring.  Their  impressions  can  be  fascinating  and

unexpected.

He can be reached at his website, deppli.com
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Summary

Breeze, a novella.

Life of a hermit artist unravels after the nephew moves in

with his partner. The house in the center of an old city did not

prove big enough to prevent their lives from colliding. Antics

the couple cook up in their cellar apartment inevitably draw the

attention of others, bringing serious repercussions of perhaps

life  disturbing nature.  The partner’s  uncanny obsession with

the  artist’s  isolation  will  surely  draw  both  to  a  close—a

trajectory of destruction resulting in a story of cycle-resets, be

one ghost, or of the historically beyond.

Come back to the land. Let’s get away. Just for one day.
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