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Prologue

Australia

was, and remains, the lucky country and the
most sought after destination for people seeking refuge
from the ravages of war, from religious persecution or
simply wealth seekers drawn in by the prospect of making
a good fortune.
Most migrants, who came to Australia during the
gold rush or after World War II, arrived by sea and those
who wished to settle in the State of Victoria, disembarked
at Station Pier.
Station Pier holds a special meaning in the hearts of
those migrants who landed there years ago. For them,
Station Pier is the place to go to recaptivate their romantic
moments. It may be a husband and wife who met as bride
and groom at the wharf, or parents who met their children
after a long and agonising wait. Most migrants, who make
the pilgrimage to Station Pier nowadays, take the whole
family for a cuppa at the modern Station Pier cafe to mull
over their memories and chitchat about the dangerous sea
voyage. Those memories will remain with their children
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and great-grandchildren who will talk about it among
their peers.
The majority of migrants who chose Victoria to be
their new home integrated very well into society,
succeeded in most aspects of their lives and became the
backbone of the nation. However, some migrants isolated
themselves and lived in closed neighbourhoods resisting
any attempt to integrate fearing they would end up
assimilated and lose their identity. Others were not so
lucky and were destined to fall through the social net.
Kamal and his wife chose Victoria to be their new
home, but will they succeed or will it be the start of a
tumultuous journey? The answer to that question remains
to be seen.

10

1
It was a sultry Monday afternoon when the Angelina Lauro
docked at Station Pier. Her passengers hurriedly
disembarked, setting their feet for the first time on the soil
of their new homeland. From the deck, Kamal, his wife
Zahra and their son Sam were watching people on the
wharf waving and calling the names of people whom they
had come to meet. Someone met almost every one of the
Angelina Lauro’s passengers, whether as a wife joining her
husband who came long before her to establish himself, or
parents reuniting with their children.
Suddenly, to the tune of ‘Here comes the Bride',
everyone applauded, and a young woman dressed in
bridal wear appeared on the top of the gangplank ready to
meet her future husband. Her bridegroom, handsomely
dressed in a black suit and bow tie, arrived with his best
man in a white limousine. A second limousine carrying
the remainder of the bridal party followed, and a group of
men, women and children began to dance and chant
bridal songs, celebrating the arrival of the long awaited
bride.
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Kamal and his wife remained on the ship until the
bridal party dispersed. They walked along the deck until
they came to a point where they had a good view of the
wharf. From there they searched for their friend, Ameer,
who had promised to meet them, but they couldn't find
him amongst the crowd.
All the passengers who had been met by someone
else had already left. The remaining few people were
talking casually and didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go
home. "I hope he didn't forget about meeting us," Kamal
remarked.
"I don't think so dear, he assured us in his last letter
that he'd be waiting for us no matter what! Perhaps
something unexpected happened that might have delayed
him," Zahra replied.
Kamal appeared restless. He put his hands into his
pockets and paced aimlessly wondering. What could've
kept him? We don't know anyone else in this country. If he
doesn't turn up, we could be in big trouble. Then he became
conscious of his wife’s apprehension and went back to
reassure her.
"Maybe his features have changed and we can't
recognise him from this far. Let's go down to the wharf
and wait for him there."
"I can't imagine Ameer wouldn't come to meet us. If
something happened to prevent him from coming, he
would send one of his friends. Don't worry dear, he won't
leave us stranded," Zahra assured her husband.
Kamal was troubled by Ameer's delay and became
distressed, fearing the worst, but he refused to admit it
openly. However, he managed to compose himself and
remain calm in the face of what he considered a minor
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crisis.
Zahra read the anguish in her husband's eyes and
was in no doubt that he was indeed worried. She held his
hand firmly and moved closer to him as she put her arm
around Sam's shoulder and pulled him close to her.
Kamal interpreted his wife’s action as a natural move
by a mother to protect her family in the face of looming
danger. She looked anxious and distressed. Sam seemed
enthusiastic, but kept nagging his mother to hurry and
leave the ship for the safety of the ground. Kamal wasn't
sure what to do and didn't want to show it, but he felt that
his duty as the head of the family was to guarantee the
safety of his wife and child. The least he could do now was
to reassure them that they were not in any immediate
danger and that he would protect them. He tightened his
grip on his wife's hand in an attempt to comfort her.
"Don't worry dear – put a smile on your lovely face
and be optimistic. This is our first step in a long journey to
our new, bright and exciting future. I believe it is the right
step in the right direction. I have a feeling that things will
turn in our favour. For the time being, let's go down and
wait for him. I'm sure he'll come soon."
Zahra agreed. She held Sam with one hand and
Kamal with the other and walked downstairs with firm
and steady steps, fearing a slip on the stairs at this
moment could add to their trouble.
As they took their first steps on the wharf, Kamal
sighed heavily and tightened his grip on Zahra's hand for
reassurance. They strolled along the wharf until they
reached the main gate.
"Let's sit on this bench and wait for him. He has to
come through this gate and we will be watching for him,"
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Kamal suggested.
Zahra and Sam sat on the bench, while Kamal chose
to keep standing to get a better view. He began scanning
with an eagle’s eye every person walking in or out, fixing
his gaze on every face, hoping to spot Ameer. The
thoughts in his head moved so fast that he couldn't stop to
consider his next move. He felt helpless and unable to
fulfil his role as the head of the family. However, when he
was probing around, he spotted out of the corner of his
eye a phone booth at the far corner of the coffee shop, and
asked his wife for Ameer's phone number.
"I'm going to ring him up, just in case he has
forgotten."
"Good idea, we should've thought of this before."
Kamal went to the phone booth and inserted the
right coins, dialled and waited. He heard a buzzing sound,
then a message. Kamal was confused and couldn't
comprehend it. He dialled again and after the third time
he understood it. We regret that your call could not be
connected, please check the number and try again. He tried
repeatedly, to no avail.
I don't believe my ears, he muttered to himself. There is
a missing link here and I have to figure out how to solve this
puzzle. Kamal left the phone booth unable to think clearly.
His mind became cloudy and ambiguous, and no matter
how hard he tried, he couldn't figure it out. As he was
walking back, a wall of darkness fell on him and it felt like
he was the only man on this planet forced to cross the
valley of shadows on a dark moonless night.
"Did you talk to him?" Zahra interrupted his
thoughts.
"No!"
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"Why not?"
"Maybe he gave us a wrong phone number."
"What makes you think so?
“His phone number is incorrect.”
“Did you dial the right numbers?"
"I dialled more than once and I made sure to dial the
numbers correctly, but I kept getting the same message."
"What message?" Zahra exclaimed.
Kamal shrugged. "I don't remember the exact words,
but in brief it means that the number I've dialled was
incorrect."
"Stay with Sam," Zahra ordered. "I'm going to ring
him up." She took the address book and went to the phone
booth. She inserted a phone token, grabbed the receiver
and dialled. Her fingers were shaking and, with difficulty,
she managed to dial the correct numbers. Finally, the line
engaged and she heard static, then a distant ringing. After
many rings, a message came through. She tried repeatedly
only to get the same message. She hung up the receiver
and felt a lump stuck in her throat and pain in her chest.
She gasped for air as she felt the pain of betrayal ripping
through her like a blunt knife. Ameer has given us a wrong
phone number and has failed to honour his promises. The
thought of betrayal fell hard on her and she felt the urge to
scream. She experienced a choking sensation and tears
started rolling down her sunburnt cheeks. She wiped her
tears with the back of her hand and drifted away feeling
the heavy responsibility upon her shoulders. I was the
driving force behind this silly adventure, and I'm the one to be
blamed if anything happens to my family. She assumed if this
is the beginning, then the future in this new country could
be bleak. In a few seconds, her life flashed before her eyes
15

George A. Salib

as if she was watching a film of a great drama that she
couldn't escape. The reverie was frightening and alarming.
She closed her eyes and started praying:
"O God …
Help me to see my way, as the darkness overshadowed my
path.
Guide me to lead my family out of this darkness to the
safety of your light.
Give me the knowledge and the wisdom to choose the right
path, so I can live in dignity, in graciousness and in happiness."
Kamal, holding Sam by his hand and knocking on
the door of the phone booth, shook Zahra from her
thoughts.
"What's wrong with you? Were you daydreaming?"
he asked impatiently.
"Nothing's wrong dear, I was just leaving." She
lowered her head to avoid eye contact with her husband,
and walked out feeling defeated. "You're right," she said,
"he may have given us a wrong phone number."

Kamal and his family were stranded at the main gate of
Station Pier. All their hopes and dreams of meeting their
friend Ameer had vanished into thin air. They were alone
in a country they knew nothing about except the name.
Zahra felt scared, confused and vulnerable. Sam was worn
out and irritated. He was affected by the hot weather and
lack of sleep. Kamal was traumatised with feelings of
helplessness. His good judgment and logical thinking
were overshadowed as he anticipated the most horrible
thing that could happen to them.
"We've been waiting here for too long. I think Ameer
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has either forgotten to meet us, or God forbid something
bad has happened to him," Kamal acknowledged.
"What will we do? I just don't know! It's my fault
isn't it?" Zahra responded.
Kamal sensed the anguish in his wife's voice and
held her hand tight. "It is not your fault," he said in a calm
tone. "We shared the decision to come here. It's not a
mistake and no one is to blame for what's happening; I
believe wholeheartedly that we made the right decision
and we'll be all right."
Sam became difficult and agitated. He was sweating
and begun to cry, "Mum, I’m thirsty."
Zahra responded to her son's request seeing a
window of opportunity to free her mind at least for a
while. "Of course it’s hot. I can feel it too. Let's have a soft
drink."

They walked to the coffee shop and the moment they
arrived Kamal stared at the man behind the counter and
froze. He was unable to place his order, fearing his
distinctive accent may sound funny and people would
laugh at him. He stood motionlessly gazing at the man
behind the counter, a chunky man in his mid-forties, with
broad shoulders and large hands. He had a pointed nose
and dark, straight, black hair with bushy eyebrows and a
badly trimmed moustache. His round belly moved up and
down the counter with every heavy breath, and as he
breathed, you could hear a grunting sound similar to the
sound of a stone crusher at the village quarry.
This image sent a chill through Kamal's spine. He felt
threatened and decided not to ask for a drink anymore.
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However, as he was on the verge of leaving, the
shopkeeper spoke. "Yes sir," he said with a heavy,
distinctive accent.
This sound echoed in Kamal's ears with a familiar
note. He changed his mind and stared at the shopkeeper
expecting to see a smile on his face, a welcoming gesture
or a sign of friendly service. However, the shopkeeper's
sharp look meant that his only concern was to serve the
customers in the quickest possible time. He seemed as if
he was in a race and didn't have much time to waste on
uncertain customers.
Kamal lingered for few seconds trying to find a way
out of this situation, but as he stood in a state of
uncertainty, he heard the same voice again "yes sir," but
this time it was louder and more assertive. The
shopkeeper's attitude made Kamal more nervous and
without thinking he raised his hand showing three
fingers. “Coca-Cola please," he said and gave him a ten
dollar note. The shopkeeper gave him three cans and some
change that Kamal put in his pocket, unchecked. He
walked ahead of his wife looking for an empty table close
to the main entrance.
As they took their seats, Zahra noticed a man at the
adjacent table drinking coffee on his own and observing
them intently. He was a well-built tall man in his early
thirties with dark curly hair and olive green eyes. He wore
conservative dark shorts, knee-high white socks, and a
white short-sleeved shirt with a black tie. He was
undeniably handsome and bright and this had caught her
attention. However, as their two gazes fused for a
moment, she felt uncomfortable and lowered her gaze,
while he continued observing her closely. Zahra was in
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her late twenties, of medium height, slender, attractive
and well rounded, with hazel eyes that always gawked
around staring at everything. She dressed conservatively
and wore her dark hair tied back in a ponytail. She was a
high aspiring achiever with a grasping attitude that
sometimes clouded her judgment and often landed her in
trouble.
Zahra was suspicious of the shopkeeper and
watched him with curiosity when he was serving. She had
noticed the change he gave to her husband and felt
something was amiss. "Let me have a look at the change
he gave you," she demanded.
"What for?" Kamal asked.
"I think he did not give you enough change,"
quipped Zahra who, although she had studied English for
years, still made mistakes when she was flustered.
"How do you know?" he protested.
"It is a simple mathematical equation. He gave you
three cans at forty cents each; that makes it one dollar
twenty but what he gave you did not look to me like eight
dollars eighty."
Kamal put his hand in his pocket, grabbed hold of all
that was there and put it on the table. "That's all that he
gave me, it’s all there. Count it, yourself."
Zahra started to count. Three one dollar notes, five
twenty cent pieces and ten ten cent pieces. "See! I was
right. This is five dollars only. He overcharged you three
dollars eighty. We should go and ask him to give it back."
"Who’s going to believe us? It’s my word against his
and there was no witness. Let's forget it and concentrate
on our problem," Kamal suggested.
"Why should we forget it?" Zahra asked. "It is our
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lawful right, and we should demand to be reimbursed for
what is supposed to be ours."
"Lower your voice Zahra. Everyone can hear you.
We don't want to start any trouble now," Kamal insisted.
Zahra was furious and thought it was her right to be
reimbursed. She grabbed the money from the table. "If you
don’t want to fight for what is rightfully yours, I am going
to fight your battle," she said as she rose to her feet.
"Don't do it," Kamal ordered his wife. "We don't
want to cause trouble for anybody. We're new in this
country, and we don't want to offend him in any way."
Zahra was adamant. She insisted that she should face
him with the fact that he had ripped them off, but as she
begun to proceed, the man at the adjacent table
approached.
"My name is Michael Zareef. I couldn't help
overhearing you talking in Arabic about being shortchanged. I believe you were, and I can help you."
Kamal resented Michael's direct imposition in his
affairs, but he felt obliged to introduce himself. "I am
Kamal Bedwani and this is my wife Zahra and son Sam."
He waited for Michael's response.
Michael looked at Kamal and saw a face that held
some soberness. He was about thirty-two years old,
handsome, with black, straight, short hair and a neatly
trimmed moustache. He wore conservative clothes; dark
trousers, a white short-sleeved shirt and a striped red tie.
He was thin but looked fit, rather sad and distant. Sam
was about four or five years old, a gorgeous, calm, chubby
boy with a pointed nose, blue eyes and short, dark, curly
hair. He was holding the Coca-Cola can between the
palms of his hands and sucking on the straw relentlessly –
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never stopping once to enjoy the taste.
Michael greeted them with a friendly smile. "Is this
your first visit to Victoria?"
"This is our first day. We just arrived on this ship,
and we don't know anybody here," Kamal responded with
openness.
"So, you’re new migrants?" Michael asked.
“Yes we are.”
"Where are you staying?"
Kamal was relieved and happy to have met someone
who spoke his language and stood expressionless for a
few seconds, staring at Michael. "We don't know! We are
stranded here because our friend, who sponsored us to
come to Australia, has not come yet to meet us as he
promised."
"Your friend knew you were coming today and
didn't come to meet you?" Michael asked curiously.
"Yes he knew… I sent him a letter with all the details
of our journey including the date and the time of arrival,
and he replied reassuring us that he will be waiting for us
right here on the wharf."
"Maybe he misplaced your letter, and forgot all
about it. Since you have his address, why don't you go
and surprise him?"
"Ameer is not neglectful," Zahra cut in. "We know
him well. He's a man who keeps his word. After all, he is
our good neighbour and our sponsor. He even wrote back
to his mother and reassured her that he'll be waiting for us
right here."
"Let's have a look at his address. He may be living
somewhere nearby," Michael suggested.
Kamal gave him the address and waited. Michael
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looked at the address briefly, and then stared at Kamal, as
if he was trying to read his thoughts. He could see the
despair, the hopelessness and the disappointment on his
face. Kamal became uncomfortable, since Michael was
observing him silently. He felt as if he was in front of a
judge waiting for him to pronounce his sentence. Even so,
Michael's attitude changed to curiosity. "Welcome to the
real world. Your friend lives not far from my place." He
paused for a few seconds then added, "If you want, I’ll
drive you there."
"Thank you sir. It’s nice of you to offer, but we do
not wish to trouble you. We will be grateful if you call us a
taxi."
"I do not have to call for a taxi. I can drive you. I am
a taxi driver, and that taxi over there is mine."
Kamal was relieved to know that Michael was
willing to take them to their friend. "Thank you very
much. We will pay you whatever you ask."
"We’ll talk about the fare later, but now let's see what
the shopkeeper has to say."
"I suppose we should let it go. We are new and we
don't want to get involved," Kamal suggested.
"Don't be embarrassed," Michael responded. Kareem
is one of our expatriates. I know him well, and I think he
ripped you off as he has many other unsuspecting
customers."
Kamal stood unmoved for a while. His pride was
slightly hurt. I should tell him to mind his own business.
However, Zahra was quick to point out the difference and
insisted that they should confront the shopkeeper and ask
him to refund the difference.
"This is what I thought," Michael responded. He
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overcharged you three dollars eighty, and he will pay you
back."
Kamal objected to the idea citing the three dollars
eighty as a small amount not worthy of the trouble, but his
wife insisted and Michael approved.

Before Michael had a chance to say a word, Kareem eyed
him suspiciously and continued serving. He seemed
agitated and was trying to ignore them, but Michael was
quick to point out to him, “My friend wants to have a
word with you.”
Kareem lifted his head warily. "It is nice to see you
Michael. Do you know this gentleman from before?"
"No. However, I am honoured to have met him a few
minutes ago, but I'm ashamed of knowing you. You've
become accustomed to cheating people. Aren't you
ashamed of overcharging our guests?"
Kareem gave Michael a hostile look, then continued
serving customers.
Michael wasn't happy with the way Kareem ignored
his request, and thought I should have renounced this man a
long time ago. People like him are a disgrace to this good
country of ours. Then he stared at Kareem, and with a more
directive tone he said, "Be a good guy, give him his money
back and apologise. It's time that you do something right
in your life, at least for us to remember you by."
Kareem didn't want his customers to hear that others
were accusing him of cheating. He called on the female
attendant to fill-in for him and ushered them to the side of
the counter. He looked upset. His face was red and his lips
were trembling. He pointed his finger until it nearly
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reached Michael’s nose and said, "People like you
shouldn't interfere in other people's business. It's none of
your concern."
Michael replied with a more directive tone. “Open
up the till and give him back his three dollars eighty.
You've lived all your life with this bad habit and you'll die
before you even think of getting rid of it."
Kareem didn't like the way Michael was talking to
him and thought. This is free trade. I can charge the price that
suits my business and no one has the right to put conditions on
the way I run my business. Then, he stared at Michael for a
few seconds and said, "You pretend to know what's right
and what's wrong, but let me tell you, if you were smart,
you wouldn't be driving a cab for much longer. Look at
you; you don't even have clean pants on your backside."
Then he took a deep breath, put his two hands on the
counter and continued. "Listen mate, you charge your
customers what suits you, and let me charge mine the rate
that suits me."
Kareem seemed like he had run out of breath. He
paused for a while thinking, we run this shop for sixteen
hours a day. We call every customer ‘sir' whether we like them
or not, and the price is not controlled. I can sell at any price that
will guarantee me the profit I deserve. "I'm not going to sit
here and allow you to interfere in the way I manage this
business."
Kamal was annoyed and detested this argument.
This was his first day in this country and he did not want
trouble. At this moment, this was the last thing he needed.
He had his own trouble to take care of. He leaned forward
and said, "I want him to charge us whatever he likes. He is
one of us as you mentioned, and we prefer to give him the
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money to become rich. We're proud of our generous,
wealthy people. There is no need to fight among us. We
must help each other and be united if we want to
succeed."
Michael was aggravated by Kareem's words and
thought there was no point arguing with him further. He's
always trying to make the quickest buck in the shortest
time and in the foxiest way like other swindlers of his
type. Therefore, there's no point lecturing him about
immorality and unethical practices. Since Michael couldn't
see the logic behind that inept argument, he put his hand
on top of Kareem's and pressed it hard and replied with a
soft but determined tone.
"Don't you dare lecture me on business matters. A
fair rate of profit is the right of every service provider, but
to get money by extortion and deception is a crime you
should be punished for. Give the man back his money and
apologise."
Kareem's eyes danced in different directions. He was
breathing heavily. He pulled his hand out from under
Michael's heavy grip, opened the cash register, gave
Kamal his money and gazed at him with a plastic smile on
his face, trying to hide his disappointment.
"Take my advice," Kareem said, "and don't listen to
him. I want you to mark my words. In a few years, you
will find that I was right, and when you do so, remember
my motto: To be a successful trader you're required to be a
smart one who knows from which side his bread is
buttered. If you aren't smart, capable and sharp,
customers like our friend will rip you apart…"
Kareem paused briefly, and then continued.
"Perhaps we'll meet again one day, and you'll see me
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commanding the respect of everyone. People will envy
me. In front of my door you will see them queuing to seek
donations. My social status will always command respect
and my seat will always be at the head of every table."
He seemed to run short of breath again. He stopped
for a few seconds to regain his strength, then turned left to
face Michael and pointed his finger at him.
"You'll see our preacher remaining as poor as he is
now. He will continue to drive his cab wishing someone
will hire his services, and if he’s lucky, he might manage
to have a roof over his head. Then you'll know that I was
right, because if you don't look like wolves and act like
wolves, the wolves will eat you mate!"
Michael knew that Kamal was wasting his time by
being nice to this greedy man and wanted to put an end to
this useless conversation. He motioned to Kamal and
proceeded to leave.
"Don't preach to the greedy and don't value the
worthless. These people believe that money can buy
anything in life. Their hobby is to collect money regardless
of the means, and they will justify anything to get hold of
it and keep it. You'll see in the end, they're the losers."
Kareem pressed his lips together and shot Michael
an angry look, “I’ll be much happier if I don’t see you
again.”
Michael smiled as he waved him goodbye, then he
turned back and called out, “Remember this motto my
friend: “good customer service coupled with happy and
satisfied customers generates good business.”
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Kamal sat in the front seat silently, trying to make sense
of the day’s events. He did not believe that Ameer's failure
to meet them was intentional. There was a possibility that
he wouldn’t be home for an unknown reason, something
had gone drastically wrong, or he could be ill with a life
threatening sickness. This thought sent a shiver down his
spine, but he managed to dismiss it quickly and started to
gaze through the window as the taxi zigzagged its way
through the winding, narrow streets of an old suburb.
Kamal was bewildered to see attached and semi-attached
old houses on both sides of the streets. He couldn't tell
them apart, one house from another, since the dwellings
were similar in size, shape and colour, as if the architect
who designed and built them had drawn up one plan and
photocopied the rest.
The streets were almost deserted and the few people
who dared to venture out in the heat, wore clothes that
drastically matched the houses they lived in. However,
once they entered King's Parade, Michael tried to break
the silence by describing the beauty of the Jacaranda trees
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on both sides of the Parade and pointing to the warmth of
the flowering trees forming a triumphal arch above the
passing cars.
Kamal was absentminded and did not show any
interest in listening to Michael. He was preoccupied with
his own thoughts, and the beauty of the new country did
not have a place in his troubled mind, as he was
struggling to hide his bitterness and disappointment.
Zahra was also concerned about Ameer, and was lost
in thought, trying to find an excuse rather than
anticipating a dreadful outcome. However, since they
were driving for longer than she was expecting, she
became impatient and asked Michael a direct question.
"We've been driving for almost twenty minutes.
How far are we from Winterhill?"
"Don't worry! I know this area like the back of my
hand. Your friend lives far away from the city. We will be
there before sunset."
"And where do you live Michael?"
"Not far from here, in the next suburb, five
kilometres from the next traffic light. This area is popular
with our people, and if you live with Ameer you may
have to come here to do your shopping."
Zahra had a lot on her mind, and shopping at this
moment was not a part of her priorities. Her mind was
troubled by the events of the day. Ameer didn't come to
meet them, and he was not answering his phone. She
didn't respond to Michael's suggestion as she was drifting
in her thoughts, anticipating a dim future. Her attention
was brought back to her by the sound of heavy breathing
from her son who was sweating heavily whilst sleeping on
her lap.
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"Why is it so hot? Are we in summer?" she asked.
"No, we're in the middle of spring. The weather this
year is a bit unpredictable and waves of unseasonal heat
are coming from the north. It won't last too long, only for
a couple of days, and then we’ll return to the good spring
weather and the occasional cold, wintry day. The weather
here is unstable, like the politics back home. Here it isn't
unusual to have four seasons in one day." Michael paused
for a moment and then continued, "Make sure you carry
your brolly wherever you go."

Michael continued driving for the next ten minutes
without any attempt to resume the conversation then he
announced, "We're almost there! Be ready to meet your
old friend. I am sure he'll be happy to see you." Then, he
turned right into Aroma Street and slowed down
searching for unit two, number sixty-six. After going
about a hundred meters, he stopped his cab.
“This is your lucky day mate. Look at that sign, it
reads unit for lease – you might finish up living next door
to your friend."
Kamal couldn't wait. He opened the taxi door, but
before he climbed out, Michael gestured with his hand.
"Stay here mate, I'll go and surprise your friend with the
good news."
As Michael went up the stairs, Zahra gazed at her
husband. "We'll be lucky to live next to our friend. That'll
help us settle in."
"Who knows? I may not be able to get a job close by,
and we may have to live in another suburb."
"Be hopeful, you always complicate matters. Ameer
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is a successful businessperson, and he knows many
influential people around here. He will use his influence
to find us a job nearby."
"Do you think you'll be able to work all day, then
come home, prepare the food and take care of house
duties? Where are you going to find the time and the
energy? Soon your health will start to deteriorate and that
will put so much pressure on the family and..."
"Look Michael has come back alone," Zahra cut in.
Kamal lifted his head and saw Michael coming
towards them. His features had changed, as if he had seen
a ghost. Kamal sensed that something was wrong. His
instinct drove him to ask, "What's wrong Michael? Didn't
you see Ameer?"
"No! I did not, but there's nothing to worry about,"
Michael replied. "I just want to make sure we're at the
right address. Please give me the paper on which the
address is written."
Zahra picked up her handbag in a hurry, took out an
envelope and gave it to Michael. "This is the letter we
received from him. This is his address in his own
handwriting."
Michael checked the address carefully, and got a
book from the glove box. "This is the street directory. I'm
going to make sure that we're at the right address," he said
as he started thumbing through it. He then opened the
glove box again and took out a magnifying glass, then
embarked on viewing the street names. Michael started to
move his finger on the page horizontally and vertically as
if he was trying to find the point of contact on this
coloured page. His action raised Kamal's suspicion. He
thought that Michael had come to the wrong address and
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did not want to admit it. He pretended ignorance and
asked Michael, "How can a person be sure that he is at the
right address by using this book?"
"This is simple my friend," Michael replied and
pointed to the suburb's name on the page of the street
directory. "This is the name of the suburb as written in
your note, and this is the name of the street. According to
the address you gave me, the block number is sixty-six
and the unit number is two. That's why I am sure we're at
the correct address. Alas, your friend isn't here. I've
knocked on the door several times, but there was no
answer," replied Michael.
Kamal put his hand on his forehead and pressed
with his fingers trying to regain his concentration. Zahra
felt his anguish and tried to resume the conversation.
"If Ameer is not there, then perhaps we can ask one
of the neighbours. They may know the time he'll be
returning home."
"There was no one in the next two units. It looks like
everyone’s still at work, and may not come home until late
in the evening."
Michael was shocked and confused. The unit, which
Ameer was supposed to be living in, was vacant. He
didn't want to tell them right now and decided to have
more time to think it over. Maybe he could find a better
way to tell them so the impact would be less. He could
understand their bitterness and frustration when they
would discover that their friend was not living at that
address anymore. They were strangers in a new land, and
the only person they could trust was not there.
Zahra was on the verge of tears despite her attempt
to cover it up. The only thing Michael could do now was
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to try to make them feel safe. Thus, he put his hand on
Kamal's shoulder and said in a soft, warm voice.
"Don't you worry pal. Everything is going to be fine.
Trust me."
Zahra raised her head and through her teary eyes
stared at Michael. "You have to work and we don't want
to take up anymore of your time, but what are we going to
do now?"
"I'm happy that I've met you, and I'm going to call it
a day. Let's go to my place and have something to eat and
a bit of a rest. There's no rush, we'll worry about finding
your friend later."
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Michael

seemed disturbed. He was driving without
checking the rear mirror. His eyes were fixed on the road
ahead, avoiding eye contact with Kamal and not uttering a
word. This was his second encounter with strangers being
stranded with nowhere to go. His first experience was
similar to this one. A family of three were left high and
dry on the railway station. He accommodated them for a
night, but when he came home in the morning, the unit
had been ransacked. Now he was wondering if this family
would do the same.
Kamal noticed the change in Michael's driving, and
felt that the change in his features spelled problems. He
became concerned wanting to know the reason behind
this sudden change in Michael's behaviour without raising
his suspicion. He turned to the back seat, asked his wife to
pass him the notebook and then addressed Michael.
"I've noted down Ameer's phone number. We tried
to ring him up when we were waiting at the wharf, but
every time we tried, we got a recorded message telling us
that our call could not be connected. We're not sure if we
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used the phone correctly. Maybe by the time we arrive at
your place, Ameer could've returned home. I wonder if
you could give him a ring and ask him to come and pick
us up?"
"There's no need for the phone number right now. I
don't think we can reach him tonight."
The change in Michael's behaviour and the
seriousness in his tone made Kamal more concerned. He
looked at Michael. "Excuse me sir,” he said, “Why can't we
reach him tonight?"
Michael realised that his behaviour worried Kamal,
so he tried to calm the situation. "Don't sir me," he said
jokingly. "We're friends and there's no need for such
formalities. Let's be realistic, no one can tell when he'll be
coming home. It depends on his work. He could be
working overtime and come home in the morning, or he
might be working with a company where they sent him
interstate and he'll come home next month, who knows?"
"I think he has his own business in trade or
something like that. All we know is what we've heard
from his mother. She said he is a well known
businessman," Zahra responded.
"There's no need to worry right now; shortly we'll be
home. You’ll stay with me tonight, and we'll look for your
friend in the morning. I'm going to do everything I can to
make you as comfortable as possible. For the time being, I
don't want you to worry about anything.
"You speak as if you're foreseeing trouble. Do you
know something we don't? Alternatively, is there a
problem you don't want us to know about?" Kamal asked.
Michael smiled. "No my friend, there's no need to
anticipate anything unnecessarily. If you see me troubled,
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that doesn't mean there's a problem. However, as I told
you before, if we can't contact your friend today, I want
you to honour me by staying at my home tonight. I have a
three bedroom unit that can comfortably accommodate us
all, and the next day will take care of itself."
Zahra felt waves of anxiety shaking her body to the
bones. Considering the circumstances, there was nothing
she could do but be polite to her host. "We're grateful for
your offer, and we thank you very much, but we feel that
we're intruding and maybe stopping you from your work.
If you don't mind we'll be grateful if you can take us to a
nearby hotel, so we can stay the night."
"You're not staying at a hotel. You'll be my guests
for tonight, tomorrow and for the next month too. I have
many questions to ask about my old hometown. You can
refresh my memory, and it is great to remember the bad
and rough times as well as the good and happy times,”
Michael replied cheerily. He then started to drive
droopily, pretending to be at ease. Zahra felt down in the
dumps and cuddled her son, who was still asleep in her
lap, as if she was seeking reassurance from him. Kamal
felt the need to say something as the conversation had
stopped and the atmosphere needed to be invigorated.
The first thing that came to his mind was to acknowledge
Michael's offer at least with a nice reply.
"We're grateful and we'll be honoured to be your
guest for tonight, but we don't want to burden your
family. As my wife suggested, if you would kindly find a
hotel..."
"Don't worry mate! I am still in the market searching
for a wife, probably one day you can help me find the
right one," Michael cut in.
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Kamal was not expecting a humourous reply but felt
obliged to respond in kind. "I'll do my best," he said.
Zahra thought there was nothing wrong if they could
introduce a moment of humour in such a stressful
situation. "If I were you, I wouldn't take his words so
seriously."
"Why not?" Michael asked.
"He had trouble finding one for himself, and without
his mother's help, he would still be in the market
searching for a bride up to the present moment."
They all laughed as Michael pulled the cab into the
driveway of a two-storey red brick building and inched
up to a stop. "Here we are, home sweet home."
Michael got out, opened the boot of the cab, grabbed
two bags and ran upstairs.
Before Kamal had time to remove the rest of their
luggage, Michael was back enthusiastically and carried
one bag while Kamal took care of the remaining. Before he
reached the stairs, he called on Sam.
"Come on champ! Let's race upstairs."
Sam responded to Michael's request enthusiastically
and ran in front of him, while Michael encouraged him
saying, "The one who arrives first will win an icy pole…"
Sam reached the top of the stairs and screamed
triumphantly, "I won! I won!"
"Ok. Champion, I give up … you win."

They sat around in the lounge room gazing at each other
in silence. No one tried to break this quietened moment.
Kamal and his wife were shocked by the day’s events, and
were astounded by Michael’s hospitality – a stranger who
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had come to their aid without hesitation. The atmosphere
became tense, and Michael sought a way out by
commenting on the state of his unit.
"Excuse the mess. I'll never be a house-trained
person. I got into the habit of having everything I need
within arm’s reach." He opened the fridge, grabbed three
stubbies and gave Zahra and Kamal one each. He raised
his bottle, while Sam was sucking relentlessly on his icy
pole.
"Let's drink to your health and your happiness in this
great country of ours."
Kamal raised his bottle and Zahra joined in. "To your
health and thank you wholeheartedly for everything
you've done for us."
Michael replied in kind, put the bottle to his mouth
and returned it half-empty. "I am terribly hungry, and
we're going to get the best pizza in town."
"Don't worry… It's too hot, and we're not really
hungry," Kamal replied.
"I’m not going far. The pizza parlour downstairs
belongs to Dave Fares. He is one of our mob. Actually, the
pizza parlour, the Three Stars Handy Store and the whole
block belong to him. He has the lot – health, wealth and
happiness. You will get to know him; he is a nice person.
Make yourself comfortable, I won't be long."

Michael was relieved to break away and have some free
time to be able to think clearly. He thought of talking to
Dave and seeking his advice. As he entered the pizza
parlour, he was surprised to see Jeannine – Dave's wife –
and halted at the door briefly.
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Jeannine noticed his hesitation. "I am not going to
sell you another pizza Michael, you eat too much junk
food," then she lowered her voice to a whisper, "Look at
you, you are getting fatter by the day."
"How come you're manning the pizza parlour?
"Peter took the afternoon off, and I'm filling in for
him until eight o'clock."
"How's that? Every time I come for a pizza, he's off
for one reason or another?"
"Poor Peter. Since he took over the management of
this pizza parlour, his wife has become ill, and he has to
help her with the children."
"I feel sorry for him, he's such a nice man," then with
a wide smile on his face, "As a matter of fact, I'm not going
to ask you for one pizza only, I want you to make me
three special family size pizzas. How's that?"
"You never stop amusing me, you're joking right?"
"I mean it."
"Why three? Are you catering for the whole
neighbourhood?"
"I've picked up a family from the wharf. They've just
arrived from overseas, and they're staying with me."
"Are they relatives of yours?" she asked.
"No … It's a long story. I'll tell you later."
"Why later… Are you hiding something you little
devil?"
"No, I'm not hiding anything. Where's Dave."
"Don't try to change the subject. I know! Your
imported bride has arrived, hasn't she?"
"This time you didn't hit the target Jeannine. Tell me
where Dave is?"
"He's at the grocery shop. The cashier got sick and he
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had to take her place. He'll be coming here after eight."
"As soon as he arrives, I want to talk to him."
"Your secret is safer with me than with him. You
know Dave – he has never kept a secret."
"I know that, but this is not a secret. It’s more of a
consultation."
"I don't trust you Michael; as soon as Peter comes
back I'm going to invite myself up for a cuppa, and then
I'll find out."
"You're going to have the tastiest cup of coffee from
Zahra's hand", he whispered and chuckled with his usual
trademark laugh.
"You're a son of a gun! I had a feeling you're hiding
something from me. Is she a nice girl? Tell me Michael?"
"Give me the pizzas Jeannine. I'm going to feed her
first, because she needs to put on a few more kilos, and
your pizza is the best recipe."
"If you think my pizza does make you fat, why do
you keep returning for more?"
"I'm addicted to it; it tastes delicious. Bless your
hands; you're the best pizza maker in town."
He gave her another one of his cracking laughs.
"Don't forget to come by, otherwise you'll miss the
surprise," then he carried the pizzas and bolted upstairs.

Michael walked in carrying three boxes of pizzas. He set
the kitchen table and invited them to eat. "This is my
favourite food," he said, "I hope you like it." Then he
turned to Sam, gave him a plate and a piece of a pizza.
"Come on mate; let's see how strong you are?"
"Say thank you to Michael," Zahra responded.
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"Would you like a glass of beer?" Michael asked.
"Thank you, I'd rather have a Coke, and I'll share it
with Sam," Zahra responded
"How about you Kamal?"
"I think I'll have a beer with you."
Michael gave Zahra a can of Coke and Kamal a
stubby. "To your happiness, good health and success," he
stated then he put the bottle in his mouth and returned it
to the table half full. "Bloody good stuff," he remarked.
Everyone laughed. They ate and talked. Michael
tried hard to crack a few jokes that did not go down well
with Kamal and Zahra. Although they pretended to have
an occasional laugh, Michael could see the agony on their
faces, and Zahra's tear filled eyes told the whole story.
Michael understood their agony and distress. They must
have been under tremendous pressure and felt such a
great disappointment. Michael knew this as he had been
through this before.
Despite Michael's efforts to make them feel
comfortable, the atmosphere was still tense. Every time a
conversation stopped, no one seemed to be able to start it
again, and an awkward silence overtook the room.
This uncomfortable silence filled the room again, but
Michael was quick to call on his years’ of experience
driving a cab. All his passengers were strangers, and he
had never had trouble starting a meaningful conversation
with them regardless of their social background, so as
usual, he proceeded to chatter. However, he was
interrupted by the doorbell. Michael was not surprised to
see Jeannine at the door.
"I knew you couldn't refuse my invitation. Come in,"
he said as he introduced her. "Mrs. Jeannine Fares, this is
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Kamal, his wife Zahra and their son Sam."
"Happy to meet you all," Jeannine replied, and then
she approached Kamal, gave him a hug and a brisk kiss.
"You're most welcome. I wish you a happy and successful
life." Then she hugged Zahra, gave her three kisses. "I
didn’t forget the three kisses tradition, I hope you have a
happy life, and if you ever need anything, please call on
me."
"Thank you Mrs Jeannine. I am very grateful."
"Don't mention it. I do mean every word of it," she
replied. She moved slowly towards Sam and said, "and
you young man, give me a warm hug." She bent down
and held him high, "you're gonna be a handsome man."
Then she sat on the sofa and put him on her lap.
Zahra scanned Jeannine instantly from the top of her
head to the black and white running shoes. Jeannine was
short with broad shoulders, a flattened chest for a woman
of her size, short black, straight hair and heavily rounded
buttocks. She had a pointed nose and rounded dark
brown eyes. Zahra was suspicious of her.
Sam blushed and was on the verge of crying. This
was his first encounter with such a friendly stranger and
did not know how to react, but Michael was quick to
notice the shyness on Sam's face and came to his aid.
"Sam is very tired now. He had a long and tiring day,
but I'm sure tomorrow you'll hear a lot from him."
Zahra also felt that her son needed her help and
stood up. "Come to mummy." She took Sam from Jeannine
and put him on her lap. "Go to sleep now and tomorrow
morning you'll tell Aunty Jeannine everything about your
journey."
Jeannine realised that the mood was not right for her
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to stay any longer. Kamal seemed bewildered and Zahra
did not seem friendly and the whole atmosphere seemed
on edge. She decided to leave, but was determined to find
out what was going on. Michael had never spoken to her
about this family before, and now he was telling her that
these people had arrived today. These things didn't add
up. If they were family, he wouldn't use the term 'I was
lucky to pick them up'. He must be hiding something from
her, and she was anxious to find out tonight, so she
hoisted herself off the couch.
"You're looking tired, have an early night’s sleep,
and I'll see you tomorrow."
"What about your coffee?" Michael asked.
"Don't worry, I'll have it tomorrow," and before she
closed the door behind her, she turned back, "Oh, before I
forget. Dave had to return to the grocery shop to fill-in for
the shelf stocker and he would like you to go later and
help him if you can."
"Of course I will. You know I won't let him down
especially when he's short-staffed. I'll be going soon."
Kamal felt embarrassed. He didn't want to be a
burden on Michael. "If your friend is in need of help, I'm
willing to go and help him too."
"You're not going anywhere tonight. It's now nine
o'clock. Please come with me and I'll show you to your
rooms."
Michael took Kamal and his wife and showed them
the bedrooms, the toilet and the bathroom.
"This is my humble place; I hope you'll have a
comfortable night." Then he took a pen and a paper and
wrote down Dave's phone number.
"I'm available tonight on this number, if you need
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anything, just call any time."
He left the paper on the kitchen table, wished them a
good night’s sleep, closed the door behind him and left.

As soon as Michael left, Zahra got up, tucked Sam into
bed, came back and sat next to her husband. "I don't know
why, but my heart tells me not to trust that woman."
"Why not? She seems to be quite an amicable lady."
"Couldn't you see the look on her face? From the
gaze in her eyes you could tell how nosey and curious she
was. Couldn't you see how her eyes were darting around,
examining each one of us suspiciously?"
"Well, this is a typical reaction from any person
unexpectedly meeting people from their country. Perhaps
her curiosity is restricted only to knowing where we come
from. We could be neighbours to some close relatives of
hers. Why do you always interpret every incident with
such suspicion?"
"It takes a woman to know a woman's heart. Mark
my words; she is a very dubious woman."
"I'm tired, let's go to bed, and tomorrow you'll
change your mind."
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"You're

a son of a gun… I did not think you'd come

tonight!"
"How could I not respond to your request for help?
Your wife insisted, and I thought I would kill two birds
with one stone.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ll help you with stocking shelves, and you help me
find an answer to my problem.”
The sudden shrieking of the front door caught
Dave’s attention. He looked around and was baffled to see
his wife. He thought she must have been up to something,
as she never came to the grocery shop at this time of the
night. "Look behind you Michael, she's walking through
the door right now."
"Hello Jeannine. It didn't take you long. If I knew
you were coming here to help Dave, I wouldn't have
come," Michael remarked.
"I thought you two might need an extra hand,"
Jeannine replied.
Dave turned his back and kept stocking.
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"Why did you come here for? I didn't ask you to
come. I'm capable of doing this work on my own."
"I didn't come to help you, and I didn't miss you
either. I've come here to ask how this son of a bitch could
bring his relatives to Australia to stay with him without
telling us. We've leased him this unit to live in it, not to
use it as transit free accommodation."
"What are you talking about?" Dave interrupted.
"Didn't he tell you yet?"
"He just walked in. Why don't you spill the beans?"
Jeannine gazed straight into Michael’s eyes and
poked her finger into his shoulder.
"Tell me Michael. Who are they? Your brother, your
sister, or just someone you picked up at the wharf as you
pretended?"
"It's not what you think Jeannine."
"Don't you tell me what I think."
"Why don't you keep quiet and let the man tell you
who the hell are they?" Dave snapped.
"Keep your nose out of it and let me do the talking,"
she retorted.
"You know what your problem is Jeannine? You
have a sticky nose, and you talk too much," Dave fired
back.
"How about you? You wag like a dog's tail. Don't
you think I know what's going on between you and that
ugly cashier?"
"Give me a break. If you think Elizabeth is ugly, then
take a good look at yourself in the mirror."
Jeannine's face blushed; her lips quivered and her
shoulders sagged as if she was ready to attack. She gazed
at her husband. "Enjoy the last couple of days with her,
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because she's getting the boot."
"Don't you dare fire her."
"Too late. I already made up my mind."
"You never stop amusing me Jeannine. Your jealousy
will ruin you and your business, and I don't know how
long I can put up with you."
"What's stopping you, you can leave now."
"Why don't you two stop fighting and let's sit down
and talk it over," Michael cut in. "I came here to talk about
my problem. However, I have to listen to you two fighting
like two little kids." Michael turned to face Jeannine, "If
you want to know who they are, then take a deep breath
and listen to me."
Jeannine remembered why she had come. She felt
that if she carried on arguing with her husband, Michael
might leave, and she couldn't wait until tomorrow to find
out. After all, Michael was ready to talk, so why waste the
opportunity. She turned to Michael and gave him one of
her wry smiles.
"I don't mean it," she said. "I was trying to have him
for breakfast before he had me for lunch. Dave is an
extremely jealous boy, but he doesn't like to admit it."
"Look who's talking?" Dave fired back. "Do you think
I'm jealous because I fear someone will compete with me?
I’m ready to help anyone blind enough to run off with you
at any time."
"Stop fighting. You've been doing this since I met
you," Michael replied.
"He can fight as much as he wants. I know he's not
ready to leave me; he has to stick with me hoping I'll go
before him, so he can enjoy my money with a younger chick,
but I can assure you he has to wait for a very long time!"
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"Enough of your nonsense, let's see what's troubling
Michael."
"That's right Michael. Who are these people?"
Jeannine asked.
Michael gazed at Jeannine, as if he was trying to
measure her reaction to his response, and then turned to
Dave. "I don't know them."
"You don't know them and you dared to bring them
to your unit. How about if they are criminals? I think we
should inform the police."
"Take it easy Jeanine," Dave exhorted. "You don't
judge people before you know their circumstances." Then
he turned to Michael. "Where did you pick them up
from?"
"At the wharf."
"Didn't they tell you who they were, or where they
come from?" Dave asked.
"They've come from overseas and were stranded at
the wharf."
"See I told you there's something fishy," Jeannine
interjected.
"You're always jumping to conclusions," Dave
replied briskly. "Why don't you stop talking and listen.
Michael could be in real trouble; let's see if we can be of
any help." Then he turned to Michael. "Why didn't you
take them to the police? They could be illegal immigrants."
Michael felt as though he had been summoned to a
witness box and was being vigorously cross-examined for
a crime he didn't commit.
"Stop questioning me," he said, “they didn't commit
a crime and neither did I. They are good people and
legitimate immigrants. Their friend who sponsored them
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didn't turn up to meet them. That's how they were
stranded, and I offered to help them. Does this satisfy
your curiosity?"
"Not really," Jeannine replied. "If he's their sponsor,
he should’ve given them his address. Why didn't you take
them to him, instead of bringing them to your unit?"
"I did, but to my surprise, he was not home."
"What's his name? Do we know this guy?" Dave
asked.
"I've never heard of him before. His name is Ameer
Sarrafin. He lives at Unit 2, 66 Aroma Street, Winterhill."
"Didn't you ask the neighbours when he'd be back?"
Dave asked.
Michael became edgy and over-sensitive to Jeannine
and Dave’s comments and their finger pointing. He was
trying to find a simpler way to tell them his side of the
story. However, he was unable to make them listen
amongst all the interruptions, and he could not
comprehend why they were questioning him so
suspiciously. He lifted his head slowly, moved his gaze to
Jeannine, and then focused on Dave's eyes.
"There's no need to ask the neighbours. The unit was
vacant and a To Let sign was erected in front of the
building. In short, their friend Ameer does not live there
anymore."
Jeannine whooped loudly as if she had been choked
to death, and then whispered, "Don't tell me he's in jail."
"Stop being cynical," Dave snapped.
"There's no need to jump to conclusions," Michael
proposed. "Let's look at the bright side. I've noted down
the real estate agent's telephone number, and I'm going to
give him a ring early in the morning.
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"My instincts are never wrong! You're a very smart
boy and handsome too," Jeannine replied.
"Thank you for your compliment," Michael replied.
He raised his head and gazed into Jeannine's eyes, hoping
to attract her attention to what he was going to say.
"Faced with this problem, I was left with no
alternative but to bring them to my place for the night.
Tomorrow is another day. In fact, I couldn't even tell them
that their friend doesn't live there anymore. It’ll be a big
shock to them. They seem to be polite and well-mannered
people."
"What's going to happen if their friend doesn't show
up?" Jeannine asked.
"I don't know. That's why I'm here seeking your
help."
"They can't stay at your place beyond tonight. You
have to find them other accommodation."
"Don't worry Jeannine. If they have to stay any
longer I'm sure Michael will be more than willing to pay
you extra money to compensate for your generosity,"
Dave replied sarcastically.
"I know I'm not generous if you call this generosity.
Do you think I've made all that money for you to enjoy
after my departure because I was generous?" Then she
smiled wryly at him. "That house on The Avenue has been
vacant for a long time. Maybe if they had to stay beyond
tomorrow, we can clean it up a bit and lease it to them on
a short-term basis until they decide what to do."
"Let's not start planning their lives for them. I'm sure
they have plans of their own," replied Dave and then he
turned to face Michael. "You can stay with us for tonight.
Tomorrow the sun will rise again."
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Michael woke up early, however Dave and Jeannine were
up before him and were already at work. He went to the
kitchen, prepared his cup of tea and sat on a stool
watching the wall clock ticking. Every second seemed like
an eternity.
The phone chime startled Michael and he instantly
snatched the receiver. "Good morning, Dave Fares’
residence."
"Stop the formality Michael and get here as quick as
you can."
"What's the hurry Jeannine?"
"Elizabeth didn't turn up for work, and we want you
to be in charge of the cash register."
“Why don’t you do it?”
“Peter is taking his wife to a doctor’s appointment,
and I must open the pizza parlour for an early delivery.”
"I may have to go and see the real estate agent. After
that I am going to call in on Kamal and his family, just in
case they need anything."
"Don't worry Michael, you can call the agent from
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the office, and as soon as you come, I'll sneak out and see
them on my way to the pizza parlour."
Michael gulped his tea down as fast as he could. He
closed the door behind him and went across the road to
the corner store. As soon as he entered, Jeannine greeted
him with a smile. "You're a lifesaver mate. “I'll be back in a
flash." She handed him the keys and left hurriedly.
"Don't be late,” Michael cautioned her. “I have on my
plate more than I can chew for today."
"Don't worry Michael. You won't be here for too
long. Stephanie is coming within two hours."
Thank you Jeannine, and don't forget to check up on
them. They are probably feeling lonely and afraid."
"Don't get stressed. They are in good hands,"
answered Jeannine as she went out the door.

As soon as the clock struck nine, Michael picked up the
phone and dialled. The phone rang one … two … three
times and a voice answered, "Good morning. Lease Right
Real Estate, Suri speaking."
"Hello, I'm a friend of Mr Ameer Sarrafin who lives
at Unit 2, 66 Aroma Street Winterhill."
"How can I help you Mr Zareef?" Suri interrupted
impatiently.
"I went to see Mr Sarrafin this morning but the unit
was vacant. Could you please tell me when he vacated the
property or where he moved to?"
"Sorry sir. I can’t help you."
"Why not?"
"You should know Mr Zareef that we can't give our
clients’ private information to strangers."
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"I'm not a stranger, I'm his mate. I've arrived from
interstate this morning, and I must see him before leaving
tonight."
"Sorry sir, I wish I could help you, but this is our
policy in accordance with the Privacy Act. We can't release
private information of any of our clients."
"I am aware of that, but I'm worried about him. At
least tell me when and where he moved to?"
"Sorry! If you want, you can come and see the
manager. He might be able to help you."
"That's fine! What time can I see him?"
"Let me have a look. Today he is fully booked. The
first available appointment is ten thirty tomorrow
morning."
"Tomorrow morning is too late. As I've told you, I'm
leaving tonight. Perhaps you can do me a favour and
somehow fit me in between appointments, sometime this
morning. It'll only be for a couple of minutes."
"Well! If you like you can come in, but you might
have to wait for a while until I have the chance to fit you
in between appointments."
"Ok. That's fine, thank you," Michael replied and
hung up.
"Aren't you going to serve me sir?" a middle-aged
woman customer interrupted.
"Sorry. It was an important call."
"You're new here aren't you?" she asked
"Yes! I'm filling in for Elizabeth."
"Why? Did Mrs Fares give her the boot?"
"Why should she?"
"There's a rumour around that Jeannine caught her
red-handed with Dave."
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"Hello Mrs Smith," Jeannine greeted her as she
walked through the door. "How come you're so early this
morning?"
"I couldn't sleep last night, and I can't come this
afternoon. It's the semi-final of the bowling competition."
"I wish you well and say hello to Mr Smith," replied
Jeannine, then she turned to Michael.
"Your friends have just woken up. It seems to me,
they are worried and confused. You’d better go and see
what you can do for them. Stephanie will be coming
soon."
"Thank you Jeannine. You're an angel. I don't know
how I'm going to repay you for all your favours."
"Don't try to sweet talk me Michael. Those people
aren't staying in your unit."
"Today I hope to find their friend, and he'll be able to
take care of them." Then he gave her the cash register’s
keys and proceeded to leave.
"Take care of yourself Michael. You look tired and I
don't think you should be driving today."
"There's nothing to worry about Jeannine. I'm going
to have a rest today, and I'll see you tonight."
"I don't know what's going on Michael. You're
always full of surprises," Jeannine replied.
"So are you Jeannine," he added. "Don't go anywhere
tonight otherwise you'll miss the surprise."

As he was about to cross the road, he saw his friend Joe
running towards him and yelling, "You didn't answer
your radio call last night. Where were you Michael?"
"It's a long story and I’m in a hurry. I'll tell you later
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Joe," he replied hurriedly.
"Why later? Tell me now Michael."
"I've got to go Joe. I'll talk to you when I come back."
"You look anxious. What's wrong?"
"Trust me Joe. I'll call you as soon as I can."
"It's my day off Michael. I'm going with you and
don't try to stop me." I called this morning to see you and
guess what I found?"
"It's not what you think Joe. I've never met these
people before. They were stranded at the wharf, and it
happened that I picked them up and there was no place
for them to call home. That's how they ended up at my
place."
"Don't tell me your place has become a midway
house for displaced migrants."
"Smart arse … Come on, I'll tell you a few stories on
the way."

An unexplained quietness engulfed the cab as Michael
and Joe drove along The Esplanade in an easterly
direction. Each seemed to be lost in their separate world.
Joe wanted to find out who those people were, but
decided to wait hoping that with a bit of luck, Michael
would tell him on his own terms.
Michael was trying to recollect his thoughts and was
wondering why he was getting involved in this mess. He
could've told Kamal and his wife the whole story and let
them decide for themselves. On the other hand, he
could've taken them to one of many welfare agencies. All
these thoughts went through his head with lightening
speed, but he dismissed them all and committed himself
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to helping them the best he could. After all, he was a
stranger at one time and still carried in his heart the
anguish, the disappointment and the anger towards the
leaders of his community for failing to render help to the
ones who needed it the most. He was more determined
than ever to see the case through the best he could as this
was his nature and the way he would react.
In the meantime, Michael didn't want to burden his
friend with his problems. Joe had his own problems with
his divorce since his wife took a restraining order against
him not to come within five hundred metres of her house.
She demanded to have the house as her share in the
settlement of the matrimonial property.
Joe became impatient and decided to break this
uncomfortable silence. "For God's sake Michael, say
something!"
Michael decided to explain to Joe how Kamal's
family happened to be in his unit. He told him how he met
Kamal and his family at the wharf and drove them to their
sponsor's address as he had failed to meet them at the
wharf, but the unit was vacant. Now he was going to find
out if the real estate agent knew what had happened to
Ameer.
"You should've taken them to a nearby hotel. You
could end up in trouble you know," Joe remarked
"They seemed to be a good family searching for a
better life. Their only connection in this country is their
sponsor who was nowhere to be found."
"I'd like to help. Is there anything I can do?"
"As a matter of fact, you can." Michael double parked
in front of the real estate agent's office, slammed the hand
brake on, and climbed out of the car. "I'll leave it to you to
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find a parking spot and I'll meet you here in a few
minutes."

Joe took the driver's seat and as he was about to move the
car, he noticed that the driver of the car parked in the
second parking lot ahead of him gave his right signal and
then proceeded to drive off. Joe took the parking spot,
killed the motor and sat behind the steering wheel
wondering how far Michael was willing to go before he
got himself in trouble again. Perhaps he would never
learn. He recalled when last year, Michael had invited a
couple of people with similar circumstances to this family
to stay with him, and when he came home from work the
next morning the couple were gone along with his TV,
video recorder and some cash.
Michael interrupted Joe's thoughts as he opened the
door. "That son of a bitch has not one drop of human
blood in his veins," he said as he was about to sit next to
him.
"Why is that?"
"He refused to give me any information, citing
confidentiality."
"You cannot blame the man for being so
conservative. If he breaks the rules he can get into
trouble."
"Siding with the agent is not going to help me in any
way," Michael replied
Joe read the anguish on Michael's face – he seemed
broken-hearted. As he was observing Michael and trying
to find words to comfort him, an idea crossed his mind.
"Hey mate! I think I can help you."
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Michael lifted his weary head and fixed his gaze on
Joe. "You're pulling my leg, aren't you?"
"I am dead serious mate!"
"Tell me how you're going to help me?"
"Let's talk it over."
"Where?"
"Melinda's Coffee Bar, three blocks on your left."
"Fine, have it your way."
They locked the cab and strolled to the coffee bar.
They occupied a table for two and ordered cappuccinos
and cake. Michael took his seat opposite the glass window
watching the traffic aimlessly, while Joe fixed his eyes on
the red phone opposite him. A few seconds passed by
without anyone talking, until the waitress broke the
silence as she brought the orders. "Anything else?" she
asked.
"No. Thank you," they both answered.
They ate the cake and were half-way through the
coffee when Joe stood up and went to the red phone in the
far corner of the shop. He came back with the White Pages
and put it on the table. "This is going to solve your
problem."
"I don't think so mate. His phone was disconnected,
so how is this going to help?"
"We're not going to ring him up mate! We're going to
ring up every 'Sarrafin' name listed in the book until we
find one of his relatives who will know his whereabouts."
"You're a smart arse. This is a brilliant idea, we
should've thought of it before."
Joe did not take any notice of Michael’s admiration
and continued searching the phone book under letter "S".
He found one single entry. ‘Sarrafin A, 2/66 Aroma Street,
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Winterhill. He pushed the book to Michael. "Have a look
yourself – you may have better eyesight than me."
Michael could not find any additional entries either,
and he tried again checking every entry beginning with
the prefix ‘Sar’ until he reached ‘Sart’ but to no avail. He
closed the book and pushed it back to Joe. "I believe he is
the only one from Sarrafin's family who dared to migrate
to Australia."
"You could be right," Joe replied as he left a five
dollar note on the plate to cover the cost and a tip. "Let's
go now," he said. "We will think of something else on the
way home."
Michael seemed drained. He stood up wearily and
walked silently with Joe until they reached the taxi and
got in. Michael took the driver’s seat and began tapping
rhythmically on the steering wheel.
Joe sat next to Michael feeling defeated, and
contemplated how could help his friend out of this trap.
He cleared his throat to attract Michael’s attention and
remarked, "Back to square one. What are you going to do
now?"
Michael did not answer. He started the motor and sat
motionlessly gazing into the horizon, thinking of a
problem he did not seek and an answer he did not have.
Then as he proceeded to pull out of the parking lot, he
stared intently into Joe's eyes and replied calmly as he
made a U-turn and headed home.
"I don't really know. Do you?"

58

6
As Michael walked into the Three Stars Handy Store, he
noticed Stephanie minding the cash register. "G'day
Stephanie. It's been a long time," he greeted her
"Nice to see you again Michael," Stephanie replied.
"It's always a pleasure to see you Stephanie," he said
with a smile. "Is Jeannine still here?"
"Yes, she's in the office. Go right through."
Michael walked towards the office wondering how
long Stephanie was going to stay. Dave did not like her at
all and, despite many requests from his wife to employ
her as a cashier, he used to convince her that Stephanie
had no customer service skills and that this may turn
customers away from their store.
"What's the matter with you Michael? Have you seen
a ghost?" Jeannine interrupted his thoughts.
"Good morning Jeannine," he replied, then stared at
her with a silent look that lasted just a few seconds, while
he pondered. I wish I had seen a ghost. It would've been easier
than going through all this.
Jeannine loved sniffing around for new information
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and was eager to know everything about anything that
moved in her neighbourhood. She was curious and
suspicious about Michael's new friends. This would be an
excellent opportunity to find out more about them.
Michael seemed to be in trouble, and if she was smart, she
could show him that she cared and he could disclose the
whole story. She gazed into his eyes, and from his dry
gaze she realised immediately that he was a confused,
indecisive and shattered man. She approached him and
held his hands tenderly.
"This is not the end of the world Michael! Let me
carry some of your troubles. You're my best friend and I'm
here to help you."
"I don't mean to burden you with my problems. You
have your own to worry about."
"Don't be silly Michael, I'm your friend. Tell me
what's troubling you, and I might be able to lend you a
hand."
"You have had the house on The Avenue that has
been vacant for a long time. I wonder if you would let me
have it on a short-term lease."
Jeannine thought it was a good start, and if she
played her role as a naïve little girl, she might get to the
bottom of the story. "Why are you asking? Don't you like
your unit?"
"Of course I do. I need it for a friend of mine."
"Who is this lucky friend Michael?"
"You've met Kamal and his family."
"You're a little devil. Don't tell me you don't know
them and that all this is purely coincidental."
"Believe me Jeannine. What I've told you is..."
Before Michael had the time to explain again to
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Jeannine, Dave burst in. "Am I interrupting anything?"
"Certainly not. I'm glad you've dropped in," Michael
replied.
Jeannine was excited to see her husband at this
particular time, hoping that with his help, she might be
able to find out more about Michael's guests. She fixed her
eyes on her husband and smiled.
"Michael wants to lease the old house for his
friends."
"Why? Aren't they going to stay with their sponsor?"
Dave asked amusingly.
"I can't find him," Michael replied.
"Didn't you call the agent?" Dave asked.
"I went this morning to see the manager, but he was
reluctant to answer any of my questions, claiming that the
Privacy Act regulations prevent him from revealing any
personal information about their past and present
clientele. He didn't give me the chance to explain
anything. He told me bluntly to report my concern to the
police."
"What's the name of this agent? I might be able to
pull a few strings," Dave asked.
"Lease Right Real Estate on South Avenue."
"It is your lucky day mate! This is the agent who is
managing Jeannine's real estate." He turned his head to
face his wife.
"Jimmy is your friend. Why don't you give him a
call?"
"Why don't you do it? He’s supposed to be your
friend too."
"I know, but I thought he would be obliged to tell
you anything you want. After all a big slice of his fortune
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is earned from your investments."
Jeannine walked inside to ring the agent. Usually,
she wouldn't bother wasting a phone call on someone
unless she expected something in return, but this time she
was doing it willingly out of sheer curiosity. She wanted
to know who Kamal and his family are. Are they really
what Michael was claiming, or was he inventing stories as
a cover-up? Soon she'd find out. Jimmy used to trust her
when he spoke to her about his secret love affair with his
secretary, and Jeannine was a good listener. Now he'd feel
obliged to answer her questions. If he tried to avoid her,
she would ask him sweetly and cunningly if his wife knew
about his affair with the secretary. This unsubtle hint
would carry the intention of blackmail and she knew the
thought of it would make him change his mind.
The few seconds Jeannine had spent on the phone
seemed to Michael like time without an end. He was
anxious to find out what she was talking about, and it
showed on his face.
"He said I should’ve saved my phone call, because he
was coming to see me for some good offer in real estate,”
Jeannine declared as she came back.
"Did he tell you anything?" Michael asked.
"Jeannine is smarter than to interrogate him on the
phone. I bet you, she lured him to come here and when he
takes the bait she'll choke him," Dave replied.
"You just sit down and say nothing. Let me do the
talking and don't ruin this opportunity like you have done
before," Jeannine replied, and then added, "What about
the house Michael?"
"I am thinking of leasing this house for a short term
to house these people until we find a solution."
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"Aren't you expecting to find Ameer soon?"
"No"
"Is there something you know that we don't?"
"Our people adhere strictly to their culture and
tradition. If they give their word, they’ll keep it at any
cost. I have a strange feeling that something went
seriously wrong with Ameer, otherwise he wouldn't have
missed their meeting."
"What could've happened? You must know
something we don't. Spill it Michael."
"Don't be nosey Jeannine! If Michael knew anything
he would've told you," Dave interrupted.
"Don't be so naïve Dave! What Michael is saying
doesn't add up. I believe there is a missing link and
Michael is holding back on us."
"What I have told you is the truth. The unit that
Ameer was supposed to be living in was vacant, and I
don't know how long it will take to find him. All I'm
interested in now is finding a place for these people to live
in," Michael replied.
"What about the neighbours? Surely, they ought to
know something about him."
"The neighbours either don't know anything about
him, or they are afraid to talk openly with a stranger. Our
only hope is the agent. If you can make him talk, then you
might know what you've been trying to find out.
However, let's talk about the house now."
"The house has been vacant for quite a long time. We
were planning to demolish it and build three apartments
instead. It is dirty and in need of a fresh coat of paint. That
will take some time."
"Michael isn't asking you to give him the house for
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free. He wants you to lease it to him, and his friends will
work and pay you the normal rent. Therefore, don't make
things difficult. Give him the keys to the house and stop
whinging Jeannine," Dave snapped.
"What about the bond, and one month payment in
advance? Who's going to pay that?" Jeannine fired back.
Michael felt embarrassed. He thought that Jeannine
would jump to his aid, but now it had become obvious
that the only important matter to her was the money. He
decided to bargain with her to get the best possible deal.
He felt it was his duty now to protect the interests of
Kamal and his family, and he should not be ashamed to
bargain a fair deal on their behalf. He decided to be
straight to the point and tell her what he wanted, and if
she did not agree, then he had the time to look around for
other accommodation. He glanced at Dave for a moment
then turned around to face Jeannine. He bent forward
until his nose almost touched hers and he said in a calm,
quiet, but decisive tone.
"I'm going to tell you straight what I think you
should do, and I want you to say yes, because that is the
only answer I will accept from you. I want you to lease
this house to me with two months’ free rent and no bond.
You give us a few gallons of cheap paint. We'll clean the
place and paint it, and you will collect your rent at the end
of each month. What do you say to that?"
Jeannine stepped back, straightened up her
shoulders and took a deep breath.
"Michael! What do you want me to do with you? I
hate to disappoint you, but this isn't the way you talk
business with me. I'm a shrewd businesswoman and you
know it. Therefore, let's amend your offer a little and..."
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"For heaven's sake Jeannine, have a heart. This house
has been vacant for almost two years, what would you
lose if you allow them two months’ rent free?" Dave
responded.
"It is easy for you to spend other people's money. Let
me teach you the first lesson in business. We have ten
properties on the market for lease. If those properties were
leased on a yearly basis, and we had to give every tenant
two months’ free rent, then with a simple calculation
you'll find that we're losing twenty months of payments
every year. This could be translated into a large amount of
money. Now what do you say to that my dear husband?"
"You're awe-inspiring Jeannine. I cannot understand
the logic behind your argument. The house is vacant, and
it will remain vacant until we get the building permit, and
that will take at least eight more months. If you work it
out, this way you'll find that you’re getting six months
worth of payments you weren't counting on."
Michael remembered what Jeannine had told him on
many occasions about how many times she had been
ripped off by people pretending to be in need of help, and
then she would discover later that they were professional
swindlers. He thought that if he could convince her that
these people are genuinely in need and would really
appreciate a hand, she'd show her true colours and help
them.
"These people just arrived and I don't know if they
even have any money to pay you rent. You know me, I
have never missed a payment on my rent, and I'm willing
to pay you the rent on their behalf until they find a job."
A knock on the door interrupted Michael as
Stephanie entered and announced to Jeannine, "Mr Jimmy
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Baker is here."
"Let him in."
Jimmy walked in and put his briefcase on the table.
"It's been a long time since I saw you. How are you Mrs
Fares?" he asked as he extended his hand. Jeannine shook
his hand with a firm grip.
"This is Michael, our friend and tenant." Then she
turned to Michael. "This is Mr Baker, the agent from
whom I've purchased most of my properties."
Mr Baker shook Michael's hand. "Actually we just
met this morning," and then he added, "Pleasure to meet
you again Michael."
"The pleasure is mine," Michael replied.
Jimmy gave Dave a wary smile and said, "Nice to see
you again Mr Fares."
Dave responded in kind. "You're most welcome and
if my wife wanted to purchase another property from you,
I assure you I won't oppose her."
Jimmy reacted calmly. "I know you won't. You
always have her best interest at heart, and I hold no
grudges against you. I can assure you of that."
"Sit down Jimmy and for God's sake stop
complimenting each other. My husband supports me all
the way, but you know he doesn't trust real estate agents."
"I don't blame him. He may have had some sour
deals with some of them, but you know me I've always
played my game fair and square. I can assure you that I
have your best interests at heart and the results speak for
themselves."
"Not all the time Jimmy. The last deal was a real
lemon."
"That wasn't my fault Jeannine. You know the
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recession we've been in has affected everyone."
"You knew that there was an impending recession,
and you should've warned me."
"I'm going to make it up to you. I have a new
property just listed. A husband and wife are getting a
divorce, and are looking for a quick sale."
Jeannine knew by now that Jimmy had been aware
of the impending recession. He should have warned her
rather than encourage her to go ahead with the purchase.
He claimed that there had been another party interested in
the property that were more than willing to match her
offer. She thought he was less than honest and this time
she was not going to fall for his sweet talk, even though he
claimed that this property was a hot sale. She examined
Jimmy's features while she picked up a cup, poured hot
water over two spoonfuls of coffee, then stirred in three
spoons of sugar, and handed it to Jimmy.
"Here's your usual sweet coffee." She paused for a
while then added, "No. I don't think I'm ready for another
deal now."
"If I were you, I wouldn't miss this golden
opportunity. Believe me, you will not come across a hot
sale like this one for quite a long time. You know this
doesn't happen very often."
"I can wait, but now I want you to do me a favour."
"You know the rules Jeannine and..."
"Yeah! Yeah! Don't remind me, a favour for a favour.
I know that, but now it is your turn to return the favour.
You owe me one," Jeannine replied.
"You win! Tell me what can I do for you?"
"An acquaintance leased from your office Unit 2, 66
Aroma Street, Winterhill. We've lost contact with him. I
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wonder if you know his whereabouts – we can’t find him."
"What's going on Jeannine? Michael came up this
morning and asked the same question. How come you're
so concerned too?"
Jeannine explained briefly to Jimmy how the events
unfolded, from the time Michael had picked the family up
at the wharf until that moment.
Jimmy had done a lot of business with people from
that part of the world, and had gotten to know how those
families were tightly knit. He was proud to be associated
with many of them and was motivated to help those who
were in need, so he decided to be part of the team. Why
not, he'd always wanted to do something good, and in
some small way this was his opportunity. He reached for
the phone and dialled the office.
He spoke briefly, and reacted with three short
replies: Yes … OK… I see… Then he replaced the receiver
and sat down.
"The last person who rented this unit was ‘Andy
Sarrafin'. He forfeited his rental for three months, and
despite several requests to pay the rent, we couldn't get
any response; even his phone was disconnected. We sent a
rental officer to check up on him. The neighbours told him
that they had not seen the occupant around for almost
three months. The rental officer had to change the locks
and put the unit on the market again."
"This information will not help us find him. On the
contrary, this will complicate the matter further," Michael
remarked.
"I am sorry, this is all the information I have at this
point." Then he downed the last drop of his coffee. "Thank
you Mrs Fares. It was the sweetest cup of coffee I’ve ever
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had." He got up and walked towards the door. "I am sorry
I could not help you find your friend. I am really sorry
and I wish you well."

Soon after Jimmy had left, the three sat around the table
looking at each other and wondering who was going to be
the first to offer an explanation to this situation, and
perhaps a solution to the problem. Michael was deep in
thought imagining what was going to happen to Kamal
and his wife when they find out about the disappearance
of their friend. Maybe they'll curse the moment they had
decided to immigrate and the person who had lured them
to this uncertainty. Michael could understand their
expectation of a good life, and their bitterness when they
learn that the person on whom they had built their dream
had vanished without a trace.
While Michael sank deep into his thoughts, Jeannine
noticed the anguish showing clearly on his face. She put
her hand on his shoulder, and with a firm grip, she pulled
him towards her.
"Wake up mate. This isn't the end of the world. You
want the house. You can have it on your terms."
"Thank you Jeannine. I knew in my heart that you
wouldn't refuse people in need."
"I'm doing this for you. I owe you a lot, but they'll
have to clean the place and pay full rent."
"Don't be cold-hearted Jeannine. This isn't the way
we treat unfortunate people in this country. It is our moral
obligation to help the less fortunate. We’re in a position to
do so," Dave added.
"If you're so nice and in such a helpful mood, why
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don't you dig into your own pocket," Jeannine commented
with a smile.
"I'll call Mark’s Cleaning Service to start immediately
cleaning and painting the house. Michael's friends
probably would be able to move in tomorrow."
"Mark’s Cleaning Service is the most expensive
cleaning company in town. Who's going to pay them?"
"Don't worry dear. Mark is my friend and he’s
always willing to lend a hand if it is for a good cause."
"Then the payment will be taken out of your
personal account," Jeannine demanded.
"I'll do better than that. I'll be paying their rent until
they find a job and settle down," Dave replied.
"I'm indebted to you both, but the rental payments, I
want you to leave it to me. I'll be paying it every
fortnight," Michael offered.
"Let's not compete with who's going to do what. I
understand their plight and I'm willing to meet you and
my husband half-way. Dave will pay the cost of cleaning
and painting, and you offered to pay the rent. I know your
financial situation. You can hardly pay your own rent and
other living expenses. I know you Michael you always
short-sell yourself to please others and this isn't the first
time you've done it. Today I feel exceptionally satisfied
with the way you have both conducted yourselves in
complete honesty and genuine concern for the welfare of
others. To your surprise gentlemen, I'm going to give
them two months’ rent free."
"I don't believe my ears. Are you all right?" Dave
asked.
"Don't be sarcastic Dave. I always do the right thing
if I know it's a genuine case."
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"I don't know what to say. You've been so..."
"Leave the flattery aside and go and tell them to be
prepared to move in as soon as the house is ready,"
Jeannine instructed.
"I'll go with you," Dave offered. Maybe both of us
can handle the situation better."
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Dave and Michael walked out the door, Jeannine
thought she'd better use this opportunity to confide in
Stephanie about matters of mutual concern. Stephanie had
the knowledge and experience through her voluntary
works with the Rainbow Movement and might be able to
address some of her concerns. She went to the cashier's
desk and sat next to her. "How about having a cuppa
Stephanie?"
"It's a bit quiet this morning, a cuppa will be great,"
Stephanie answered with a warm but vivid smile.
Jeannine tapped her on the shoulder in a back
tapping style. "I'll make the coffee," she offered and as she
stood up, she put her hand on Stephanie's head, sank her
fingers into her short hair, and moved them back and
forth in a massage movement. "Smooth and soft," she
commented.
As Jeannine went to the office, an elderly female
customer complained. "Aren't you selling vegies
anymore?
"Yes we are, but the delivery is running late today.
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We'll have some later in the afternoon," replied Stephanie.
"I need some now. I can't go home and come back
again. You know I'm too old for that coming and going
business."
"Don't worry Mrs Asherwood. Tell me what you
need, and I'll arrange delivery for you."
"I can't afford delivery fees. The pension these days
doesn't go far."
"It'll be free of charge. Dave will deliver it."
"Thank you very much, you're an angel. I should
have a word with Jeannine to give you a full-time
position."
"I don't know about that, I'm just filling in for
Elizabeth."
"What's wrong with her?
"I think she's taken a sickie."
"What a waste! A beautiful girl like her should've
been married long time ago."
"Women in this day and age don't need a husband to
boss them around. They're capable of looking after
themselves."
"You could be right you know! However, it's nice to
have someone who supports and cares for you and be
there whenever you need him."
"Times have changed Mrs Asherwood," Stephanie
replied affirmatively, and then added. "Here's a pen and
paper, write down whatever you need, and I'll make sure
you'll have them as soon as possible."
Mrs Asherwood picked up the pen and tried
unsuccessfully four times to hold it straight between her
thumb and index finger, and after her fifth attempt, she
complained.
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"This arthritis is a nuisance, and these pens have no
respect for arthritis sufferers."
"Tell me what you need, and I'll write them down for
you." Stephanie picked up the pen and waited for her to
place the order.
After looking around for a few seconds, Mrs
Asherwood scratched her head trying to remember what
in fact she had come for. Her facial features froze and her
eyes gazed at the wall, then she said in a faint voice
audible only to Stephanie. "It'll be easier if I can see the
vegies. That may refresh my memory. You know it isn't as
sharp as it used to be."
"That's all right. Take your time."
"I remember now. One carrot, two medium sized
tomatoes, one apple and..." her memory lapsed again for a
moment then she remembered. "Oh and one cucumber."
She paused for a moment, while moving her gaze around
the shop until it fixed on the refrigerator. She stared for a
moment or two, then turned to Stephanie and said, "Since
he's going to do the delivery, it'll be nice of you if he can
add one small bottle of milk and one loaf of bread."
"Is that all you wanted?"
"I can't remember anything else at this point." She
paused for a little. "It'll do for today."
"I'll make sure it's delivered as quickly as possible."
"Hello Mrs Asherwood, how are you keeping
today?" Jeannine walked in holding two cups of coffee.
"Would you like a coffee?"
"I'd love to have one, but my doc advised me to stop
drinking coffee if I want to live few more years."
"Why is that?"
"My blood pressure is high enough to blow a hole in
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my head if I have more coffees." She paused to take a
couple of rapid short breaths and commented. "That's a
fair warning from my doc."
"Don't worry. If you die, you won't be any good for
your doctor. He has to keep you alive as long as he can.
You better listen to his advice, or he may lose a customer."
"I think you're right Jeannine. I'll take your advice
seriously." She took her walking stick off the side of the
counter and slowly turned towards the door, then stopped
and turned back to face Stephanie.
"Make sure Dave puts it on my credit account, and
I'll pay him on pension day."
"Don't worry about that. Dave knows the rules,"
Stephanie assured her.

Jeannine sat next to Stephanie. "How about you manage
the cash register permanently?"
"I thought I came to fill-in for Elizabeth."
"Elizabeth won't be coming here anymore."
"How come?"
"I've fired the bitch."
"Why did you do that? She was an excellent worker."
"Actually, she was a dull worker but a brilliant man
snatcher."
"You shouldn't be concerned. She probably likes
men, and it's her right to seek any man if she has a soft
spot for him."
"Of course she has the right, but not when it comes
to snatching my husband."
"You can't be serious Jeannine! She's thirty years old
and I don't think she'll be interested in your husband."
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"Didn't you see how affectionate they were on her
birthday and how her lips were glued to Dave's."
"That was a birthday kiss in view of everyone. I don't
think Dave and Elizabeth are so careless as to do that in
your presence."
"Love is blind and lovers can do a lot of stupid things
without noticing."
"You've told me time after time that you don't care
about your husband, and you've never felt anything
towards him. How come all of a sudden you're jealous of
her?"
"That's right, but sometimes you can't help
protecting what's supposed to be yours. Then Jeannine
brushed her fingers through Stephanie's hair,
commenting, “your lustrous black curls are nice, soft and
shiny, more than I ever noticed before."
"Jeannine! I have always had this shiny black soft
hair. How come you've never noticed before?"
"Of course I have noticed it, but today it is much
more obvious."
"Tell me the truth Jeannine. Did you give Elizabeth
the boot because she was making a pass at your husband?
"Well … no!"
"No … then why?
"To a degree … Because of you"
"Because of me?
"Yeah! You remember six months ago, you showed
some interest..."
Before Jeannine had the time to finish her sentence,
Dave and Michael burst in.
"What is going on Dave?" Jeannine asked
impatiently.
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"Kamal took a taxi and went to Ameer's place," Dave
answered hastily. He rushed to the office and in a few
seconds walked out holding the car keys. "Let's go
Michael," he said. "We might be able to catch him before
he has the chance to talk to Ameer's neighbours."
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Kamal

was sitting on the sofa stony-faced, as if he had
seen a ghost. Zahra was sitting opposite him burying her
face between her hands. She took her hands off her face
and gazed at Kamal through her tear-blurred eyes.
"Are you sure you went to the right address?"
"This is the fourth time you ask this very same
question."
Zahra gave Kamal a suspicious look – a look usually
seen on the face of a public prosecutor doubting the
answer of a suspect. He would ask him the very same
question for the seventh time in a different tone hoping to
drag from the suspect, the answer he wanted to hear.
“Your answers, despite their consistencies, don't add
up, that's why I want you to tell me again just to make
sure, I haven't missed a point."
"Take a pen and write the bloody thing down so you
don't need to ask me again. Any time you feel like
checking my statement, you can read it yourself."
"I know you're going through hell dear, and so am I.
Please tell me again and try to remember every little
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detail. Anything would help in this case," Zahra asked in a
tone close to begging.
Kamal straightened himself on the sofa. He looked
into Zahra's eyes, and without blinking, he said.
"I signalled a taxi, gave the driver the address and
asked her to take me to Unit 2, 66 Aroma Street,
Winterhill."
"Did you say HER?"
"I did."
"I don't remember you mentioned ‘HER’ before!"
"The taxi driver was a female. What do you want me
to call her ‘HIM’?"
"This is not the point, whether the driver was a he or
she. The point I am making is that you were not accurate
with the details. I want you to think hard and try to
mention everything that happened no matter how trivial it
is."
"Well! The driver took me straight to the same
address that Michael took us to. It was the same block of
units and the same unit number."
"What was the number of the unit?" Zahra asked.
"You're worse than Inspector Gadget. It was Unit 2,
66 Aroma Street, Winterhill. The unit was vacant and the
rental sign in front of the building stated the same number
and there was a paper stuck on the window reading ‘For
Lease' – what more do you want?" Kamal replied
impatiently.
"What about the neighbours? What did they tell
you?"
"The taxi driver asked the lady next door, and I was
listening to their conversation. I understood the details to
the letter, and all the way back the taxi driver explained to
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me in plain and simple language. I have no reason to
doubt the events. Am I making myself perfectly
understood?"
"Tell me about the lady, what did she say and try to
remember all details, even the expression on her face."
"Here we go again!"
"Please darling."
"Ok. She said about three months ago – she could not
remember the exact day – three people came early in the
morning, forced the door open and went inside searching
the unit. A couple of hours later they left with three or
four boxes. Afterwards, the agent came in, changed the
lock and put the unit on the market. Then the taxi driver
asked her why Ameer's furniture was still in the unit. She
said these units are fully furnished. In another words, the
furniture belongs to the property owner, and not to the
tenants. Does this satisfy your curiosity?”
"I believe what you've said is what you've heard, but
deep down, in my heart, I don't …"
"I don't understand why you don't want to believe
it?" Kamal interrupted.
"I have a strange feeling that something went
horribly wrong and Ameer could be in a real trouble."
"Is it really a strange feeling you're talking about or is
it your guilty conscience trying to prevent you admitting
that it is your fault that we're in this mess?"
"Don't start acting like a judge and jury. We're not
talking about who's right or who's wrong here? We're all
in it together and we should work together to find a way
out of this trap. Let's act and stop judging."
"I can't change what happened, because it happened
twenty-one thousand miles away. It's out of my control,
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but I shouldn't have listened to you."
Zahra burst out crying. "Damn you. I did what I did
in the interests of my family – you included – I've acted in
good faith aiming for a better life for you, Sam and me
and now you dare to accuse me of being the one who
caused you all this trouble. What about my feelings?"
Zahra's words hit Kamal in the stomach like a knife
and he realised that he had acted foolishly by accusing her
of wrongdoing. These unexpected events had hit him so
hard that he neither could act positively nor think clearly.
His emotional mind took control and he acted irrationally
without considering the effects of his unwarranted
accusation. How could he let his wife know that it was not
his intention to hurt her? He was the sort of person who
didn't know how to express his feelings. He'd been taught
that a man shouldn't cry. To cry was considered to be
weak. He’d also lived his life controlled by codes of
manhood traditions – never cry, never apologise and
never run. Now, seeing his wife crying with no one to
comfort her, his heart began to throb fast, and he decided
to hell with the manhood codes. He got up, slid his hands
on Zahra's knees and knelt putting his head on her lap
and like a little baby seeking the attention of his mother,
he cried, and in a sobering voice, he begged:
"Forgive me for being foolish and selfish. I never
meant to blame it on you. We're all in this together. Blame
it on our culture and the way we were accustomed to
conduct ourselves. I love you dar…" but he couldn't
pronounce the word darling, because he learnt that it is
weak and shameful for a man to reveal his feelings in such
a way. People have to assume it for themselves, and Zahra
did. Then she slid off the sofa to the floor, sat abreast and
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contained his head between her arms as he wrapped his
hands around her waist and held her tight. Then she
whispered, "I do understand" and rested her weary head
on his shoulder as both had shared the same dream.
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The

air conditioner blowing cold air in his face annoyed
Dave. He decided to wind down the car’s window, hoping
the sea breeze would bring some relief, but the gust was a
northerly exceeding thirty degrees coupled with high
humidity. It was unbearable as the sun’s rays hit you like
blunt needles forced into your skin. The hot wind carrying
soil particles similar to a dust storm, made it difficult to
breathe and there was no relief on the horizon. Michael
could not tolerate the hot wind, and was irritated by
Dave’s action. He put his hand on Dave's shoulder and
shook him.
"How could you tolerate this kind of hot weather?
Close the damn window and let us have some cool air."
"You're a bloody cocoon cabby. Hot and cold air
conditioner spoiled you. I wonder what will you do when
you're outside your cabin, will you air condition the whole
area?"
"Use whatever you can get and do away with
whatever you can't. Close the window so we can breathe,
or I'll drop you here and you can walk home the rest of the
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way."
"Here you are! I've closed the damn thing."
"Thank you Dave. You're a gentleman and a scholar,
whenever you want to be," and Michael laughed with his
usual trademark cracking laugh. "On a more sober note,
what do you think has happened to Ameer?"
"It looks to me like he’s disappeared into thin air."
"For once in your life, get serious Dave. This enigma
is bothering me, and I am feeling sick in my stomach. Can
you imagine how the state of uncertainty can affect these
people?"
"They should be celebrating now. They're extremely
lucky to come here and start a new life."
"This is beyond the point. They've pinned high hopes
on their friend, and now their disappointment is beyond
imagination."
"Leave it to me mate! I'll put the smile back on their
faces. I have a great plan for them, and I'm pretty sure
they'll love it."
"Let's hear it."
"Don't rush me mate. One thing at a time. Let's go
inside and see how they're going."
Michael steered the cab in the driveway, switched off
the motor and got out of the cab followed by Dave. They
strode together until they reached the stairs. Dave
stopped. "After you buddy."
"Why the sudden courtesy Dave?"
"You're first mate! Just in case there is a punch up,
you'll take the first blow."
They laughed and walked hurriedly up the stairs
and stopped as they reach the door. They remained silent
for a while, and knocked on the door once. They couldn't
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hear any sound or movement inside. They glanced at each
other apprehensively, and knocked three more times.
They heard movement and slow steps coming towards the
door. Zahra opened the door fully and greeted them in a
broken voice.
"Good morning gentlemen, please come in."
"Good morning. I hope we're not interrupting."
Michael replied.
"Not at all, please come in, this is your house." Zahra
answered.
Michael introduced Dave briefly and deliberately
pointed out to her that he was Jeannine's husband, and
both sat on the sofa opposite the door. Zahra took the side
seat next to the kitchen table and scanned Dave. He was a
tall, muscular man in his mid-forties, with black wavy
hair, nut-brown eyes and a roundish tanned face. Despite
a few traces of grey at the temples, he had a youthful look,
a pleasant personality and she felt at ease. "Kamal went
with Sam to the corner store to buy an icy-pole. They
won't be long."
Three of them sat looking at each other not knowing
how to pick up the conversation beyond where it stopped.
Michael gave Zahra an investigative look. He saw the
tears that had run down her sunburned face leaving their
visible marks; her eyes still resisting the few little drops of
pain induced tears to run down her cheeks. Her breathing
was fast and her neck showed a thick rounded vein clearly
bulging below the surface of her skin due to the velocity of
her pulse. You could almost hear the throbbing of the
blood going through her veins. She was truly traumatised
and in need of a shoulder to cry on. Michael realised that
he should say something to defuse this tense situation, but
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he didn't know where to start; however, he didn't have to
wait long as Zahra initiated the conversation.
"I guess you knew what had happened to Ameer.
Why didn't you tell us Michael?" Zahra asked in a tender
and soft voice coming from a broken heart.
"I'm sorry to cause you all that suffering," Michael
replied.
"You're not to be blamed. I knew something was
wrong the minute you came back and asked us to verify
the correct address and …"
"I didn't know what to do," he interrupted.
"We're extremely grateful for what you did for us,
and I know in my heart that you're prepared to help us in
whatever way you can to make us comfortable, but what
will we say to Ameer's mother?"
Michael was not expecting that question and didn't
know how to respond to it, but Dave was quick to come to
the rescue.
"Let's not look at the dark side. We have plenty of
time to work this out. Let's take one step at a time, and I'm
sure we'll come to a happy ending."
"You've done more than…" Zahra stopped in the
middle of the sentence and got up to answer the knock on
the door. Kamal walked in and gave Zahra a bottle of
orange juice, followed by Sam holding an icy pole. Zahra
immediately took Sam by the hand. "Go and have your icy
pole in your room," and pointed at him to say hello to
Michael and Dave who interpreted her action as an
attempt to shield her son from hearing any more of what
might be said.
"It's all right mate. Go and enjoy your icy-pole, and
we'll see you later," Michael said before Sam had the time
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to pull the icy pole out of his mouth to say hello.
As Zahra and Sam went inside, Kamal greeted
Michael and shook hands with Dave. He then moved his
gaze around the room, avoiding eye contact with anyone;
he then looked hard at Michael. "I went this morning to
see Ameer," he said and stopped for a few seconds, then
passed his fingers through his hair in a back stroke
motion. "Unfortunately, he wasn't waiting for us." He said
it casually as if he didn't want to acknowledge defeat, but
the cracking in his voice showed the enormous pressure
he was under.
"Dave and I followed you, but you left before we
arrived and…"
"Did you talk to the neighbours?" Kamal interrupted.
"We didn't feel there was a need to talk to the
neighbours at this stage," Michael answered.
"I believe the situation is more serious than you
think. I've asked the lady next door, and she told me that
she saw three people – maybe policemen – come and force
the door open. They went inside, and after an hour or so,
they left with two or three boxes. I'm really concerned.
Ameer could be in trouble," Kamal concluded.
"Are you sure she told you that they were
policemen?" Michael asked.
"She didn't spell out ‘Policemen', but the driver
explained to me that even though they were in plain
clothes, they could've been undercover policemen."
"Well! That could be so, but it's not necessarily true,"
replied Michael then added, "let's put our priorities in
order, and find you a place to live in."
"I think Michael is right. Let's see how the cleaning
progress is going on," Dave interjected, then reached for
87

George A. Salib

the phone and dialled. As soon as the other end
acknowledged the call he asked, "How are we going in the
cleaning business Mark?"
"You've saved me a call Dave! We've almost
finished."
"You mean we can move in straight away?"
"Well! Give me an hour or so and the house will be
as clean as new with no smell."
"How come there is no smell? Didn't you paint the
lounge?"
"Sure did, but we're going to charge you a bit more
because the paint we used has no smell and is a lot
dearer."
"You're a ratbag Mark! I'll pay you in court!" After a
good laugh, he returned the receiver and glanced at
Michael. "You're on mate. All we have to do now is get
them some furniture, and they can move in to their house
in no time."
Kamal was surprised to know that Dave and Michael
had organised a place for them to live in without
consulting with them. He felt humiliated and didn't know
how to react. He jolted in his seat pretending to adjust his
posture, a sign interpreted by Zahra that her husband was
uncomfortable and didn't know how to respond. She
moved forward, put her hands on the side of the sofa,
making an effort to get up, but then stopped half-way,
peeked at Michael and Dave and said, "You've done more
than enough for us. I don't think you should trouble
yourselves any more, but if you can help us find
accommodation in a hotel or anywhere else so we can stay
while we put our affairs in order, we'll be very grateful."
"Nonsense...! You're not going anywhere. We have
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suitable accommodation for you. It is a matter of time, and
it'll be ready for you to move in," Dave responded.
Zahra was astounded to hear about the arrangement
and didn't know what to say, as she didn't know the full
details yet. Michael was quick to explain to her how he,
Dave and Jeannine had rallied together to help them feel
at home.
Zahra listened intently to what Michael had to say,
then gazed at her husband to measure his reaction. Kamal
was unmoved and appeared lifeless. His upbringing as a
child and the simplicity of life in a remote village hadn't
prepared him for such an encounter in life.
Zahra realised that the decision now rested with her
and she had to respond to Michael’s offer and be
responsible for her action. "Thank you for your concern.
We do have some money, and we are willing to pay for
the rent and the furniture."
"Do not worry about the payment now," Dave
replied and glanced at Michael. "Do you have time to take
them to the Budget Furniture Store?"
"No problem."
Dave reached the phone and called his friend Linda
at the Budget Furniture Store. He asked her to look after
Kamal and his friends the best she could. He also
explained to her that this family had just arrived from
overseas and was looking for a place to settle down, and
he would be grateful if the furniture could be delivered
today. Linda promised to do her best and look after them.
Dave hung up and glanced at Michael. "I'll leave
them in your capable hands. Take them to the Budget
Furniture Store and help them to choose whatever they
need, and don't worry about the payment. Everything has
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been taken care of. Good luck and I'll see you later."

The minute Dave walked into the store, his wife was quick
to question him impatiently.
"How did you go Dave?"
Dave explained to his wife the details about the
house and the furniture. Jeannine was listening attentively
and was touched by Dave's generosity, but was concerned
about the payments. "Do you think they'll have enough
money to pay for all that?" Jeannine queried.
"I've told Linda to arrange for two years’ finance and
put me as their guarantor. I'll shout them the first three
instalments."
"Don't you think you're sticking your neck out far
too much?"
"They seemed to be nice people. After all, we are
morally obliged to help them, and we are in a position to
do so. Don't you agree?"
"Even if I don't agree, would you change your
mind?"
"Certainly not!"
"Forget that I asked. Do whatever you think is right."
Then she added, "Was Kamal still there when you arrived
at Ameer's place?"
Dave explained in detail how the events unfolded.
He told her that Kamal had left before they arrived, and
pointed out to her the break-in and the removal of
Ameer's possessions, as well as how the next day the
agent had come and put up a rental sign."
Jeannine was troubled. "Do you think they were
undercover officers?"
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"Your guess is as good as mine."
"Do you think he has committed a…?"
"Don't jump to conclusions. He may be anywhere; at
work, interstate or on a holiday in Bali."
"I think Jimmy is not an honest guy. He must be
hiding something. He has told us about changing the keys
and putting the unit on the market, but he didn't mention
the break-in. I think there is more to it than that. I heard
him mentioning the Privacy Act, but it did not ring a bell
at that time."
"He's not obliged to tell you anything. He is only a
real estate agent managing your property, not one of your
closest relatives. At the end of the day, it is not his
concern," Dave concluded.
"That is how you see it, but from my perspective his
dishonesty will cost him dearly."
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painted the house on time and
Linda from the Budget Furniture Store managed to deliver
the furniture in good time. The house was ready now for
the Sarrafin family to move in.
It was a sweltering afternoon. The temperature had
climbed to thirty-five degrees, and the hot northerly wind
and high humidity made it hard to breathe. This sultry
weather did not hinder Michael from coming as he had
promised the Sarrafin family, to take them to their new
home.
The Sarrafin family accompanied Michael to the new
house not knowing what to expect. The house was an old
Californian bungalow, comprising three bedrooms, a
formal lounge, large kitchen and meal area, central
bathroom and sunroom. An antique wood fireplace with a
black mantelpiece matched the formal lounge room that
had an ornate ceiling. A French door led to the courtyard
with a shoddily maintained garden and a built-in
barbecue. The house was the only one in the street that
had a picket fence and side drive to a garage. Obviously
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the house had been neglected, the paint on the outside
timber panels was peeling off. Although the kitchen had a
worn linoleum floor and a tap with a worn out washer,
dripping in the sink, the rest of the house was neat and
clean.
Michael was the first to open the door and walk in
followed by Kamal and his wife, while Sam burst in
excitedly. Only the refrigerator and the washing machine
were in the right place and connected to the electric
sockets in the wall, while the lounge suite, the mattresses
and the bases were still in their plastic wrapping. The
kitchen table and six chairs were left in the dining room
randomly. Four boxes of kitchenware were stacked on the
kitchen floor, and another big carton box in the corner of
the lounge with a TV picture printed on one of the wider
sides, were still to be opened. The air-conditioner was out
of order and the ceiling mounted electric fan was only
circulating hot air.
Zahra and Kamal were speechless, thinking how
they had entered into a transaction that they may not be
able to pay back. Sam rushed to the backyard and played
enthusiastically.
Michael noticed the state of uncertainty and called
on Kamal to help him assemble the beds, while Zahra
began to unpack the boxes and arrange the cutlery in the
kitchen cupboards.
Kamal was embarrassed seeing Michael taking time
off work to help them. "We don't want to take up any
more of your time; my wife and I can arrange all this. We
have plenty of time on our hands."
Michael understood Kamal's discomfort and decided
to give him time to regain his composure. He excused
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himself, went across to the milk bar, and came back with a
dozen cans of icy cold drinks. "Let's have a break," he said
and gave them each a can. He raised his can in a toast.
"Let's drink to a happy and successful future."
"Kamal and Zahra toasted and then added, "To your
health."
Sam took his can and rushed back to the backyard,
while Kamal and Zahra sat silently on the new kitchen
chairs sipping from their cans little by little, then Kamal
turned to Michael. "We don't know how to thank you and
Mr Fares for what you've done for us. It looks like we've
started on the wrong foot. The minute we landed, we
thought that our dream of happiness and a successful life
had finally come true, but unfortunately, it seems like
we're at the beginning of a horrifying and troublesome
journey."
"Life is full of surprises," Michael commented. "If you
don't experience the sadness of sorrow, you will not
appreciate the joy of happiness. Furthermore, if you don't
experience the bitterness of failure and the pain you
endure when facing troubles, you will not appreciate the
sweet taste of victory."
Zahra was worried about being involved in a
financial arrangement committing her family to debts they
may never be able to repay. They didn't have a job yet,
and who knows when they were going to get one. All the
money they had probably was just enough to pay for food
and rent for two or three months. She gazed at Michael
and asked.
"I feel we shouldn't have bought all this furniture.
We do not have a job yet, and I'm worried how we're
going to pay for all this?"
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"That's easy. All you have to do is to pay one
hundred dollars a month for twenty-four months. Dave
promised to pay the instalments for the first two months
and Linda's husband promised to meet the third
instalment as a gift to you. Thus, for the first three months
you don't have to worry about any payments on the
furniture. Jeannine also agreed to give you two months’
free rent. The electricity and gas bills are on me for the
first three months. That'll give you plenty of time to look
for a job," Michael confirmed.
Kamal wiped the beads of sweat from his face and
said. "I don't know how to thank you."
Michael understood Kamal’s gratefulness. "Don't
thank us, and you don’t owe us anything,” he said. "What
we did for you today, consider it a debt on you, you'll pay
it back to someone else you'll meet one day who happens
to be in need of help."
"Let's see how I can transform this house into a home
and prepare a nice homely dinner," Zahra suggested,
thinking that by breaking this cycle of distress and
uncertainty, she would have much more time to think and
discuss things with her husband in a more relaxed
atmosphere.
Michael realised that Zahra was either hinting at
him to leave, or she wanted to break away from this sad
and disrupting situation. Since he did not know much
about the household, he decided to take the easy way out.
"I would like to stay and help you, "he said," but it's
been a long time since I made my own meal." He rose to
his feet and proceeded to leave.
"I think we've given you enough trouble since we
disembarked, but I'd like to ask you for one more favour
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before you leave," Kamal interjected.
"Go ahead mate. Ask whatever you want."
"Ameer was our neighbour. He did us a great favour
by sponsoring us. His dear old mother is expecting us to
write back and probably she’ll be expecting us to describe
how we've spent the first few days together." He stopped
in the middle of the sentence, wiped sweat off his
forehead, gave his wife a quick glance and gazed back at
Michael through his tear-blurred eyes. "Ameer has
vanished. We don't have a clue what has happened to
him. Is he d…" He couldn't pronounce the word dead and
fought off his tears.
"Don't be alarmed. He may still be alive and kicking
somewhere in this vast country," Michael reassured him.
Zahra became aware of her husband’s state. She
realised that he had lost his composure and was unsure
how to handle this sort of emotional outburst. It was
obvious that he had become extremely emotional and
stressed to the point of breaking into tears. She walked to
his side, placed her hands on his shoulders and said in a
voice barely audible to his ears.
"Let's not predict the worst. Ameer, from what we
know is a businessperson and he had a lot on his plate to
worry about. He could've travelled interstate and didn't
make it back in time. This does not mean that he is in
trouble or God forbid something terrible has happened to
him. Let's look at the bright side."
Michael gauged Zahra's response, and became aware
that she was trying to put on a brave face to reassure her
husband. He sensed that he had to step in and help find a
logical solution.
"You're right. We cannot undo today what happened
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yesterday – if anything happened at all. Let's take it one
day at a time."
"I don't think if we wait a day or two it will make
any difference to the outcome. Michael is right. Nothing
can be done today, so let's wait until tomorrow," Zahra
explained, and Michael nodded in approval.
Kamal eyed his wife, and fixed his gaze on Michael,
then shook his head and mumbled.
"It's true. We can't undo today, what happened
yesterday."
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Michael left Kamal and his wife cleaning the house and
arranging the furniture. He went to the Three Stars Handy
Store to see Jeannine. As he walked in Stephanie greeted
him. "It's good to see you Michael."
"Good to see you too. Stephanie. Is Jeannine in
today?"
"She’s in the office having a break."
"Thank you Stephanie," and as he walked into the
office, Jeannine greeted him first. "Hello Michael. You’re
in time for afternoon tea. Sit down I'll make you a cheese
and ham sandwich."
"Thank you Jeannine, but I don't feel like eating at
this time of the day."
"I bet you haven't eaten all day. You have to eat to
survive for tomorrow."
"Believe me Jeannine, I am not hungry. All I need is a
strong cup of coffee."
"OK have it your way!" She sprang to her feet, put
the kettle on and came back to the table. "Tell me Michael.
How are things going there?"
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"They are trying to feel their way around the house,
but the atmosphere is pretty tense and emotional. I
wonder if you can call tonight and try to cheer them up a
little. I have to do some driving otherwise my boss will go
berserk."
"Why should he go berserk? Isn't it time that
Anthony gave up his preferred hobby?"
"What hobby?"
"You know the usual one, collecting money."
"Look who's talking. You're worse than him
Jeannine."
"I can justify that I'm married and one day, I may
have a family to care for. He's a sixty-four year old
miserable bachelor. Lucky the one whose name is going to
be written in Anthony's will."
"Don't push your luck Jeannine. He's going to live
long enough to spend all his money."
"On what?"
"On anything that makes him happy."
"He’s never heard of the term happiness. He's living
for his money, and I don't know who's going to teach him
how to spend it."
"I don't know who, but I know for sure you're not the
one."
"I'm not surprised. My cousin never liked me, and
the feeling is mutual."
"He's a good man. I've been with him for more than
five years. He is a reasonable guy. He treats you well if
you do the right thing by him."
"Sure, he has to treat you well because you're the
best, most trustworthy driver he’s ever had. You know
what happened to him last year with the blonde driver he
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had. She broke his heart and left him ten thousand dollars
in the red."
"Life is unpredictable. You trust someone and they'll
let you down. You take a calculated risk and hire the
wrong people and the result won't be in your favour.
That's business, sometimes you win, sometimes you lose."
"You're right, but when you mix business with
pleasure, you'll always finish up losing."
"He's a fair businessman. If you keep him happy,
he'll do the same for you."
"Don't worry about my cousin. He is capable of
looking after his own interests. Furthermore, it's time that
you learn how to look after yours."
"Thank you Jeannine for the advice, but I'll have to
go and earn more money to add to your cousin's wealth."
"If I were you, I'd call it a day. Go home and have a
rest."
"I’d love to, but I have a lot on my mind right now."
Don't worry Michael, you've done enough for now.
Leave it to me, I'll go and see them as soon as Dave closes
the shop."
"I think they need to have something to eat tonight.
Their fridge is empty and I don't think they know where
to buy some food. Can you please shop around and get
whatever you think they might need and put it on my
account?"
"You must be reading my mind. Get hold of two
baskets and follow me."
Jeannine filled up two baskets with food, drinks,
bread and vegies and asked Michael to deliver it to them
before going to work.
As he walked out the door, Jeannine remarked," look
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after yourself Michael. Take care and don't get too
involved."
"Sure, will do," he replied and walked into the
unbearable heat for another working day behind the
steering wheel.
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"I've told ya Dave. She's fired and she's not coming back.
Don't try to make me have a change of heart," Jeannine
snarled.
"When did you fire her?"
"Yesterday."
"What are we going to do now? Get a replacement
from the agency; you know the pay rate would be
doubled." Dave replied.
"Leave it to me. Stephanie is going to stay with us
until we find a replacement."
"How are you going to find a good, reliable and
trustworthy cashier?”
“I will advertise in a newspaper.”
“We've tried this before on many occasions, and you
know how many people we interviewed and how long it
took us to find Elizabeth."
"Don't worry, maybe I can convince Stephanie to stay
permanently."
"I don't understand why we should look for another
employee. Elizabeth was doing a marvellous job, and she
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knows the place like the back of her hand."
"You mean she knows you like the back of her hand,"
Jeannine fired back.
"Don't be sarcastic Jeannine. My relationship with
her is a normal employer to employee."
"How could you describe your action as a normal
relationship when you were engaged in a prolonged and
affectionate kiss on her birthday?"
"Give me a break Jeannine. That was an innocent
birthday kiss in view of everyone, including you."
"I'm forty-five years old, and I know a
demonstrative kiss when I see one."
Dave laughed wryly and replied jokingly, "Tell me
Jeannine! When was the last time you had a passionate
kiss? You've probably forgotten how."
"Ask yourself how long it has been since the last time
we made love. Do you remember when? You are a silly,
cold-hearted, lousy lover."
"Are you blaming me for not having sex? You're as
cold as a block of ice. Half of your body is dead and the
other half is senseless and…"
"You're a son of a bitch. You compare me to thirtyyear-old Elizabeth. I've worked hard to build up this
business for you, and my body is the result of years of
hard work and neglect," Jeannine interrupted to put an
end to his accusation. She wiped tears from her eyes with
the back of her hand, and added, "If ya wanna be with her,
why don't ya just tell me so?"
Dave came close to his wife and hugged her. "Don't
be silly. You're my wife and you know I love you." Then
he whispered in her ears, "The most beautiful girl in the
world doesn't deserve the attention and the love I have for
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you and…"
"Sorry! Did I come in at the wrong time?"
Dave turned around and saw Elizabeth coming
towards them. She didn't have her usual smile, and he
could tell from the expression on her face that she had not
come for a friendly visit. He anticipated trouble and
decided to be the first to talk to her hoping he could take
charge of the situation.
"G'day Elizabeth. What’s brought you here so early
this morning? Aren't you supposed to be resting in bed?"
Dave asked.
"I'm coming to…"
"It looks like you can do with a cuppa. Come on in
and we'll have a nice cup of tea," Dave interrupted hoping
to calm her down before she picked a fight with his wife.
"Thank you Mr Fares, but I'm in…"
"You should listen to your Uncle Dave," Jeanine said
scornfully. "He knows what he's talking about," she
interrupted cunningly. "Come on in, I need a strong cup of
tea myself," and she walked around the table to put the
kettle on. While she was waiting for it to boil, she
pretended to arrange the cups on the bench. At the same
time, she was watching Dave and Elizabeth's every move.
As soon as the kettle boiled, she brought it to the table and
poured three cups of tea. "Help yourselves to the milk and
sugar." She eyed Elizabeth suspiciously and smiled wryly.
"You're looking like you've been very sick. Have you seen
a doc?"
"I don't think I need to," Elizabeth retorted.
"Don't treat it lightly! Your face is very pale and your
eyes are red. It looks like you had a very bad cold. I advise
you to see a doctor. You can't afford to be sick these days."
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"You're right Mrs Fares, I can't afford to get sick, and
that's why I came here. I would've preferred to have
stayed in bed instead, but…"
"You could've rung and stayed in bed instead of
coming here," Jeannine cut in.
Elizabeth sucked in a deep drag of a cigarette. Then
she released the smoke out of her nostrils slowly and
continuously. The smoke formed white circles floating in
the small office, making it cloudy and hard to breathe.
"I don't think that would've solved the problem."
"What sort of trouble are you in? And what makes
you think that we…"
"Stop interrogating her as if she's a criminal. Give her
a chance to have her cuppa, and she'll tell us what she
wants at her pace, and if we can help, we will oblige,"
Dave protested.
"This is none of your business. Stay out of it."
"Please, don't start fighting," Elizabeth interrupted. "I
am here to ask you to pay me my severance pay."
"What pay are you talking about?"
"You know Mrs Fares, the terms and conditions of
my contract of employment. You wrote and signed the
contract yourself."
"You've received your entitlement until the last
minute you worked, what more do you want?"
"Workers do have rights and we're obliged to pay
them their full entitlement. Elizabeth is not an exception
to the rules," Dave stated.
"Stay out of it. I run this business and I know
perfectly well how to respond to employees' requests
without any outside help," Jeannine snapped.
"Don't be cruel Jeannine. You know if Elizabeth
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wants to treat you the same as you're treating her, she will
take you to court in accordance with the unfair dismissal
laws."
"Don't start that nonsense. As an employer, I have
rights too. Do you think I don't know why you're siding
with her against me?"
"Please don't start fighting because of me. Here is my
list of entitlements, and if you don't wish to honour it, I'll
be raising this matter with my union."
Jeannine gave Elizabeth a fiery look. "Give me this
list."
"Here is your copy Mrs Fares. It's better for you to
settle the matter quickly so you won't have to accrue any
extra legal cost," Elizabeth fired back.
Jeannine snatched the paper out of Elizabeth's hand,
studied it briefly and addressed her husband. "Is that
what you want Dave? She's threatening me with legal
action."
"We're not going to reach that stage. Let me have a
look at her demands," he replied as he took the paper from
his wife's hand and skimmed through it. "These are
genuine demands. I think we should honour our side of
the contract."
"Do you call one thousand five hundred dollars a fair
demand?"
"Look! All she's asking for is her long service leave
and public holiday entitlements plus two weeks for every
year of service."
"She's entitled to nothing and I'm not going to pay
her a cent, because she isn't worth a cent."
"Don't be ill-advised Jeannine. You know that she
can sue you for unfair dismissal and get compensation.
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Let's settle the matter right now."
Jeannine stood up, put her two hands on the side of
the table, leant until her head came parallel with Dave's
face and her long flattened nose almost collided with his
and said in an angry and threatening voice, "You're a son
of a bitch. You're surely taking her side," then swiftly she
grabbed the paper out of his hands and tore it up, turned
towards Elizabeth and threw it at her face.
"You can sue me if you like, and I'll gladly pay
whatever the court orders, but to steal my husband from
me, you have to do it over my dead body."
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the back, dark corner of the Plaza Palm Bar under a
dim red light sheltered from any peeping toms, Dave and
Elizabeth sat facing each other. The tiny, triangular
wooden table hardly accommodated their red wine
glasses and two plates of beef steak with mushroom side
dishes. Just enough room was left for their hands to be
cupped together. The space under the table was too small
to accommodate two pairs of legs. Elizabeth, as usual,
took off her shoes and raised her left leg, rested it on
Dave’s knees and outstretched it as far as it would go,
while her right leg was freely relaxed between his legs.
This place was her favourite spot. She loved every
secluded minute she spent with Dave. On this very table,
their love affair started and flourished, and on this very
table, it was destined to end.
They had met in this bar ten years ago. Dave was a
shattered ratbag. He had entered a marriage, which had
landed him in the hot seat. Elizabeth was a young
beautiful and energetic waitress. She attracted his
attention, and the more he observed her, the more he felt
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at ease. He was really in bad shape and needed to talk to
someone that he could speak to in confidence. He asked
her to share a drink with him, hoping he'd have a
shoulder to cry on. A beautiful brunette with a slim build,
olive skin and light brown eyes, she had accepted his
invitation on the condition it would be after she finished
work. Since then, and despite some difficulties, they had
come regularly to their favourite place before they moved
on to the Plaza Hotel next door, to enjoy whatever was left
of their time together.
When Elizabeth called Dave and asked him to meet
her at the Plaza Palm Bar, she intended to see him in the
same place where she could close the last chapter of their
love – in the same place it had kicked off.
Dave felt a drop of liquid on the back of his hand
that Elizabeth was holding to her chest. He cupped her
chin with his hand, lifted it up until he could see straight
into her eyes, and with a gentle touch, he wiped off the
second drop of tears running down her cheek. "What's
bothering you doll?" he asked.
"Damn it Dave. I worked my arse off for ten years,
and now that wife of yours had fired me with two days’
notice. I have rights you know, and I am determined to get
what I deserve under the law no matter what. I've been
three weeks without pay, and I have many financial
commitments to meet."
Dave waved to attract the waitress’s attention, then
ordered cappuccino and cheesecake for two. He held
Elizabeth's hand and whispered with a voice that could
not be heard beyond her ears.
"You know how much I care for you. If she doesn't
pay your entitlements, I will."
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"This is not the point I'm making. This is my rightful
entitlement not a kind of charity. I want her to understand
that she can't step on worker's feet without being
punished for her irresponsible actions."
"Let's not take it as a personal vendetta against her.
My wife is very upset, and I don't blame her for what she
did. She knew of our relationship and kept quiet for such
a long time. Leave it to me. I'll make sure you get all your
entitlements to the last cent."
"Don't misunderstand me Dave. I am not looking at
you as an insurance policy to guarantee the payment of
my entitlements. I came to ask you to put all your cards on
the table. You've been holding them against your chest for
too long and now is the time for you to face the music, and
decide which way you want to go. I also want you to
understand that if I press charges against your firm, it has
nothing to do with you. This is personal between me and
your wife."
"There is no need to complicate matters. Jeannine is a
good-hearted person and very tolerant. I don’t blame her
for being angry after she became aware of our intimate
relationship."
"Don't blame it on me. You were in it as much as I
was."
"I'm not blaming it on you. We should've been more
cautious. Despite our sour relationship, I believe she still
has feelings for me, and we're obliged to respect that."
"Her feelings don't concern me. It's your broken
promises that matter. I think I've given you more than one
chance to set things straight, but you've chosen to…"
"It's not of my choosing," Dave interrupted. "I
couldn't do anything about it, and I didn't plan it this way.
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I wasn't expecting her to outlive her use-by date."
"I can't wait forever. Life is short and I've lost a long
segment of it, so don't expect me to embrace the unknown.
You must decide now. Either make your move soon or
forget that we ever met."
"You can't just walk in here and give me an
ultimatum. If you do really care for me, you will give me
another chance."
"You had your chance more than once, but you failed
to act. If your hobby is to waste your life for a few dollars
you will never get your hands on, it is your choice."
"It's not what you think Elizabeth. I've explored
every available option, but sometimes things don't end up
the way you plan them."
"Don't charm me any more with your excuses. You
have ten days to come clean or forget the whole thing."
She then pulled her hand out from under his, and gazed
into his eyes slyly showing her intention to leave.
"Don't just leave now! Let's go to the hotel, and we'll
sort this out."
"We've been through this more than once." She
opened her bag, took out a piece of paper the size of a
business card and placed it in his hand. "This is my new
phone number. I had to move to a cheaper place because I
couldn't afford the rent."
"Don’t be upset. You’ll be fully reimbursed."
"Thanks Dave," she replied, and side by side and
hand in hand, they left the bar and strolled across the
main lounge, walked through the club’s revolving doors
into the street with the silhouette of the Plaza Hotel
towering in sight.
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"I don't think I can take it any longer. Next month I'll be
fifty one, and you're almost there. There’s a limit how long
I can wait before I start thinking of settling down,"
Stephanie stated.
Jeannine slid her hand slowly up Stephanie's arm
until she reached her shoulder, pressed tightly and
whispered in a voice only audible to Stephanie's ears,
fearing that someone could enter the Three Stars Handy
Store unexpectedly and hear them. "What's going on doll?
You look worried and demoralised today?"
"We've been through this before. You've promised
me more than once that you'll tell Dave, but you've always
managed to find an excuse."
"It's not that easy you know! I've been with him for
almost quarter of my life. I can imagine how he will react to
my proposal, and I will not forgive myself if he gets hurt."
"I don't understand you Jeannine! One day you tell
me that it was a business arrangement, and today you
sound like you care so much not to hurt him."
"Ten years are a lifetime. He treats me well and I feel
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I owe it to him. I should have told him the truth at the
beginning. That's why I don't want to hurt him now."
"You've told me that he was – and is still cheating on
you with Elizabeth and others – and despite all that,
you're reluctant to hurt him."
"I've caused him more suffering than he has for me.
I've deprived him of going through the joy of real love and
the bliss of parenthood."
"I don't think he's suffering at all. You've confessed
to me that you've caught him red-handed with Elizabeth,
and probably he has another dozen like her, and you still
feel sorry for him," Stephanie alleged.
"He's a handsome guy. Girls will kill to have him
and despite all that, he’s stuck with me for so long. Don't
you think he deserves credit for that?"
"Of course he stuck with you – because he married
you for your money, and he has to wait until you die to
get his hands on your estate."
"I've deprived him of parenthood as I couldn't bear
children for him to fulfil his dream, and he's not going to
inherit much of my estate. The least I can do is to get by
without hurting him."
"If he knew you were going to live so long, he would
not have married you."
"What do you mean Stephanie?"
"Don't be naïve Jeannine. I think you know why he
married you.”
"No I don't. Do you know something I don't?"
"He married you because he didn't think you were
going to outlive your use-by date, but it didn't turn out to
be the way he…"
"I'll have a ham and tomato roll, one pie with extra
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sauce and a coke," Joe interrupted.
"Aren't you having your usual sponge cake today?"
Jeannine asked.
"Of course I am. Thank you for reminding me Mrs
Fares."
Jeannine served Joe as quick as she could. The
minute he was out of hearing distance, she turned back to
Stephanie and demanded an explanation. "Tell me! Do
you know something I don't know?"
"I think this is neither the place nor the time to talk
about it."
"I feel you're hiding something. Tell me what is it
Stephanie?"
"I'm not hiding anything. I've heard about it casually
from an acquaintance, and I didn't take much notice of it."
"If it truly concerns me, why haven't you told me
then?"
"I didn't think it was a pressing matter since it was
floating around for quite a long time. I thought it could
wait a few more days without causing any further harm,"
Stephanie exclaimed.
"Don't leave me in limbo for any…"
"Good evening," a young girl around ten years old
greeted Jeannine and passed her a piece of paper.
"Good evening Amanda," replied Jeannine, then
unfolded the paper and looked at it for a few seconds.
"How's your mum doing?" she asked.
"She's fine. Thank you Mrs Fares."
"Has your dad returned to work yet?"
"No. Since my mother had the accident, he has to
stay home and care for her."
"What happened to her case? Haven't they settled it
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yet?"
"No. They are claiming now that the damage to her
spine was not caused by the accident, but was normal
wear and tear caused by old age."
"Scum bastards. They are quick to take your money,
but when it comes to paying you part of it back; they start
to find millions of reasons not to pay you. Go ahead
darling pick up whatever you need and bring them to the
counter."
"You still give people credit. You'll never learn,"
Stephanie assumed.
"Sometimes you should have a heart."
"What's wrong with these people?"
"His wife is semi-paralysed due to a hit and run
accident and the insurance company is giving her a hard
time. Her husband had to give up his job to care for her,
and the help they receive from welfare barely keeps their
heads above water," Jeannine explained.
"I think the system stinks. Someone will have to
stand up and tell these people where to go."
"These financial institutions are awfully powerful.
They've got abundant funds to fight with," remarked
Jeannine, while she was writing down the order in
Amanda's parent’s credit page.
"You can't keep taking a low profile approach,
fearing they would crush you if you stand up," Stephanie
stated. "Your rights will not come to you on a silver plate.
You have to fight for them."
"You amaze me Stephanie! The Model Society you
believe in will never come about. Stop wasting your time
on idealistic issues and join us in the real world."
"I know for a fact that you will neither support me nor
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change your mind because you've got too much to lose."
"So do you Stephanie and..."
"I'm glad I caught you before you close. You're
opening late tonight," an old woman interrupted.
"Well! We didn't intend to Mrs Black, we were just
talking and the time slipped by without noticing. Thank
you for reminding us. We will close as soon as we finish
serving you."
Mrs Black walked slowly to the refrigerator. She
picked up her usual flavoured milk and walked towards
the counter, and then she stopped half way and went back
to the refrigerator. She returned the bottle and picked one
litre of plain milk.
"Money these days is very tight. You must learn
how to economise." She gazed at Stephanie long enough
to make her look the other way, then added. "By buying
the plain milk and adding the flavour at home, I'll be
saving a few cents a day, and if you work out that amount
for every day of the year, your savings would be a lot."
"I think you should be a financial consultant to the
Treasurer," replied Stephanie.
"I guess you're right; we can save this nation a
bundle," Mrs Black replied simultaneously as she was
digging in her purse searching for enough change to pay
for the milk.
"It doesn't look like you cracked any winners today?"
Jeannine asked.
"I had a sure tip today, but the bloody horse finished
the race without the jockey."
"That wasn't a sure tip then was it Mrs Black?"
"It was a tip straight from the horse's mouth. Next
time I'll double the bet to make up my loses."
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"Good luck Mrs Black and have a good night,"
Jeannine responded.
As soon as Mrs Black walked out of the door, the
phone rang. Jeannine walked into the office to answer the
phone, and few seconds later, she walked out. "Dave was
on the phone, he'll be late tonight. Let's lock up and go."
Stephanie started to empty the till into the normal
brown leather bag, while Jeannine went around making
sure all the doors and windows were closed.
"Are you going to deposit this money tonight?"
Stephanie asked.
"No. I won't bother. Give me the bag and I'll put it in
the freezer."
They laid the leather bag in the bottom of the freezer,
while Stephanie kept holding Jeannine's hand. They
walked slowly, closed the main door and went straight to
Stephanie's car.
"You didn't answer my question Stephanie."
Stephanie opened the driver's door, and as she was
getting in, she asked, "What question?"
"About why Dave married me?"
"Don't give it another thought. It's not important."
"Maybe to you Stephanie, but to me it is extremely
vital."
Stephanie rolled down the window and gave
Jeannine a goodnight kiss. "Trust me, it’s nothing
important. We will talk about it later. How about Saturday
night at the Rainbow Bar at ten o'clock?"
"That's fine with me."
Jeannine kept holding Stephanie's right hand, as if
she did not wish to let it go. The car started to roll slowly
and her hand slid off as she mumbled ‘goodnight love’.
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Suri greeted them with her usual smile. "Good afternoon
Mr and Mrs Fares."
"Hello Suri. How you've been?" Dave asked.
"I'm fine, thank you for asking."
"Nice to know Suri."
"It's been a hot day can I get you a drink?"
"We're fine. Thank you Suri," replied Jeannine and
then added, "we have an appointment to see Mr Jimmy
Baker."
"Please take a seat, he just went outside to move his
car. You know these parking officers, they have great fun
sticking a parking fine ticket on the windscreen of BMWs."
"Yes! They do the little bast..."
"This is their job Jeannine!" Dave interjected. "If you
park your car illegally, you'll give them the motive to
book you."
"We pay more Council rates than anyone else in this
Shire, and we have no right to park in the street in front of
our business."
"Of course you can park, but within the limited time,
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and the rates you pay are for services rendered, not a first
instalment on the purchase of the street."
"You always come to their defence because your
brother is one of them."
"That's his way of making a living, and if he doesn't
do the job someone else will."
Jeannine glanced at Dave, gave him a scornful smile
and then turned to Suri. "Do you know what his brother
did to me yesterday?"
"How should I know?" Suzie replied.
"Listen to this. Paul walked into the store and said he
was in the area, and he came in to say hello. I offered him
a drink and he accepted. On his way out, he told me that
there was a parking ticket on my car windscreen."
"When I had the chance to go outside, I took the
ticket off the windscreen, checked it, and guess what?"
Suri shrugged and smiled as a gesture of saying I
don't know.
Jeannine angled towards Dave, smiled sarcastically
and then turned to Suri. "The signature of the parking
officer was Paul Fares, Dave's brother."
"What's the difference? If he didn't write this ticket,
other officers will. Therefore, don't blame my brother for
your wrongdoings."
"Sorry to keep you waiting," Jimmy interrupted. "I
had to move the car, otherwise it'll be my fourth parking
ticket for this week." He extended his hand and Jeannine
shook it firmly. Then he shook Dave's hand and politely
guided them towards his office. Dave and Jeannine sat in
single seater chairs, while Jimmy walked around and sat
in his high backed leather chair. He laid his hands on the
edge of the mahogany table, pushed and straightened his
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back to take the shape of the chair's contour.
Jimmy must have had an idea as to why they had
come to see him. He tried to put into action the body
language he learned when he was studying for his real
estate licence and he staged it well. Jeannine and Dave
gazed at each other wondering why Jimmy was treating
them like two guilty little school children facing the
fearful school principal.
A few seconds of quietness slipped by and Jimmy
realised that his strategy was working. He reached to the
edge of the table, picked up a notebook, opened it in front
of him and said in a slow but affirmative voice.
"What can I do for you Mr and Mrs Fares?"
Dave realised that Jimmy was putting familiarity
aside so he wouldn't be obliged to do them any favours.
Thus, he decided not to ask for favours but to approach
the matter lawfully, and if he had to, he'd hire an attorney.
Jeannine apparently felt the same way. She gave Jimmy a
fixed gaze and said.
"Excuse us Jimmy. I'd like to have a word with
Dave," then she leaned towards her husband and
whispered into his ear. "I don't like the attitude of this
dickhead." Dave whispered back. "Leave this arsehole to
me." He then straightened his back, crossed his legs and
gazed straight into Jimmy's eyes and said in a steady firm
tone.
"We're here with regards to one of your tenants Mr
Ameer Sarrafin."
"How can I help you?"
"You told us before that Ameer didn't pay his rent
for three months, and in response to that you went to the
unit, changed the locks and put it on the market for lease,
120

Station Pier

but you failed to mention that you sent three people to the
unit to force an entry and take Ameer's belongings with
them."
"I have more than one thousand tenants on my
records. It's impossible to remember them all."
Jimmy pushed a button on the phone and a voice
answered, "Yes Mr Baker."
"Suri. Please get me the folder on Ameer Sarrafin,”
he asked and then picked up a pen and started tapping it
on the note pad nervously. A knock on the door brought
Jimmy to his attention, and Suri walked in and put the
folder on the edge of the desk. "Anything else Mr Baker?"
"That'll be all. Thank you Suri," then he added, "hold
all my calls."
Suri acknowledged his request by nodding and
closed the door behind her.
Jimmy opened the folder and flicked through its
pages stopping every now and then to read a few
sentences. He looked very serious as his eyes moved left
and right, then he lifted his head, gazed at Dave and
shook his head.
"Sorry Mr Fares. I can't give you any more
information about my ex-tenant except what I told you
before."
"Do you mean you can't access the information?"
Dave asked.
"The information is all in the file, but I can't pass it on
to you."
"Why not?"
"I’d really love to help you Mr Fares, I truly would,
but my hands are tied, and if I pass on information
illegally, I could be charged under the Privacy Act and
121

George A. Salib

possibly jailed. I hope you understand my situation."
"I can't see anything illegal. Actually, Ameer is your
ex-client, and in this case the client confidentiality no
longer applies, so if you tell us what you know about Mr
Sarrafin, that will not constitute a breach of the Act,"
Jeannine stated.
"You see Mrs Fares, on the rental application form,
the name of the next of kin is blank. Neither your names
nor the names of your friends are mentioned."
"What's the matter with you Jimmy? Last time we
asked you for help, you showed that you're more than
willing to give assistance, but you were not truthful. You
didn't tell us about Ameer's belongings being held as a
ransom until the rent is paid," Dave stressed.
Jimmy thought that he had already cornered Dave
about the legality of his request, and now it was the time
to get equal with him for ruining his chance of selling the
beach property to his wife.
"If I give you any details no matter how trivial, I
could be prosecuted." He paused for few seconds
gathering his strength, then eyed Dave with suspicion.
"I'm sure, you're aware that your request has no merit,
and despite that you're insisting that I should break every
rule in the book to satisfy your demand. I don't think it's
fair for both of us."
Dave became agitated. He thought Jimmy was a
trusted friend ready to lend a hand, but now he realised
that Jimmy was only pretending so he could manage their
entire portfolio in real estate, and today he had showed
his true colours – he was an arrogant piece of shit. He
decided to give him a taste of his own medicine.
"Did you get a warrant to enter his unit and remove
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his possessions? Dave asked.
"I don't think this matter concerns you Mr Fares!"
Then he realised that he had made a big mistake as he
read the sign of anger on Dave's face, and became
conscious that this way of behaving was going to blow up
in his face. Thus, he decided to flip back and soften his
approach.
"There is no need to be so technical. We're friends
and I'm trying to act accordingly," Jimmy ascertained.
“Jimmy, you've suddenly changed and started
acting in a hostile manner. Did you have a bad dream last
night?" Jeannine commented scornfully.
Jimmy felt that he was heading for confrontation
with Jeannine too, and that wouldn't be in his favour.
Jeannine is a very stubborn and determined woman. If she
convinced her husband to withdraw their properties from
his management, he'd be losing over ten thousand dollars
a year, and his boss wouldn't be happy at all with him.
Therefore, he decided to switch his hard-handed approach
to a much more diplomatic one. He closed the folder, put
the pen in its holder on the desk and said in a soft
amicable voice.
"You’ve been so good to me. You've treated me well
and I do appreciate all that. I'm indebted to you and I
don't know how to return the favour, but please try to
understand me. I can't give you any information. God is
my witness. If I could I would."
"Save your breath Jimmy. Either you tell me what's
happened to your tenant, or you'll hear from my
solicitor?"
"You're not threatening me Mr Fares. Are you?"
Dave sprang to his feet and approached him. Jimmy
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feared that Dave may manhandle him, so he got off his
chair and walked around the desk trying to avoid contact
with Dave. However, Dave was quick to grab Jimmy's left
hand and pull him until their two noses almost collided,
then with the other hand, he tightened his grip around
Jimmy's collar. Jimmy felt threatened and begged Dave.
"Take it easy Mr Fares. Don't do anything to harm
me. I did my best, so let go. We are friends and let us stay
that way. Please Mr Fares."
Jeannine jumped up, grabbed Dave and tried to
release his grip on Jimmy's collar.
"Let go Dave. You're hurting him. Let go for Christ’s
sake."
Dave didn't take notice of his wife and kept
squeezing Jimmy's neck until his eyes bulged out of their
sockets.
"You've said it arse-wipe. We were friends, but not
anymore." Then, Dave's vice-like grip slackened and
Jimmy fell flat onto his seat fighting for air. He loosened
his tie, unbuttoned his collar and his breathing returned to
normal.
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The cool southerly breeze provided relief from the gusty
hot northerly wind. Michael and Dave were sitting on the
porch taking advantage of the cool spell and having a
beer. They were discussing a plan to force the real estate
agent to disclose some information that could give them a
lead to follow in their search. Dave had become more
interested in Ameer's case, as he considered it a personal
vendetta against Jimmy who had showed his arrogant
attitude towards him. He thought Jimmy would be polite
and cooperative, since they had helped him a lot during
his career as a salesperson. Dave had stood by Jimmy and
had convinced his boss, Mr Anderson, to revoke his order
and re-employ him after he had bungled a sale contract
when Jeannine was purchasing the holiday house. After
that incident, Jimmy became a successful salesperson and
was promoted to assistant manager. Dave decided not to
turn the other cheek. He wanted to give Jimmy a lesson he
wouldn't forget, and at the same time get the information
he needed to trace Ameer’s movements. He gulped the
last drop of his beer, put his glass on the table and said,
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“I'm going to rip the shit out of this dipstick for his
ingratitude.”
"We welcome any help in any possible way, but we
don't need to declare war," Michael remarked.
"Kamal and his family have walked into a trap they
weren't expecting, and it was none of their doing. I'm not
going to stand aside and watch them suffer because that
dill wants to stick to the rules."
"Why don't we talk to Mr Anderson and explain the
situation, he may be more sympathetic and help us find
Ameer?" Michael suggested.
"I don't think Mr Anderson will act differently.
Jimmy was right to refrain from giving us any
information. Legally he's not obliged to do so, and I'm
aware of that, but what hurts me more is his arrogant
attitude towards us, and I'm determined to make him pay
for his ill manners."
"We don't need to hurt him to get what we need.
There must be a better way..."
"The only way to deal with this sucker is to treat him
with contempt. This is the only language he understands.
Leave him to me. I know how to make him kneel and
beg," Jeannine cut in.
"What do you propose to do?" Dave asked.
"I called my solicitor immediately after we came
back, and instructed him to inform Lease Right Real Estate
of our intention to withdraw our property portfolio from
them."
"How are you going to do that? Our contract with
them will mature in two years’ time, and if you try to
break the contract before that time, we'll be liable for loss
of profit," Dave queried.
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"Not if they breach the contract themselves,"
Jeannine replied triumphantly.
"How's that?"
"The lease agreements of all our tenants require the
agent to deposit the rental money in our account one
month in advance as paid by the tenants. This afternoon I
rang the bank and asked the manager to fax me a copy of
the payment details. Surprise … Surprise. I discovered
that for the last six months the rent was deposited into our
account two months late. If this doesn't constitute a breach
of the contract what does?"
"Do we have to go to such an extent to get an answer
to a simple question?" Michael asked.
"Yeah we do, and the law is on our side," Jeannine
affirmed.
"How's that?" Dave asked.
"When I informed Mr George Brown of our intention
to withdraw our portfolio, I asked him for advice on
Kamal's case. He said that since Ameer was their sole
sponsor and the only person they know, that would give
Kamal and Zahra the right to search for him. I took the
initiative and asked him if he is willing to represent Kamal
and his family, and petition the court to give them the
right to search for their friend. He said that he would if
they'll ask him to do so."
"What's the chance of success?" Michael asked.
"Very slim" Dave interjected before Jeannine had the
chance to answer the question.
"Not really," answered Jeannine. "I asked him that
very same question. He said he didn't think there was a
precedent case before, but he's confident he can easily win
this one."
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"I prefer not to start any legal proceedings right
away. Kamal and his family have enough problems as it
stands now without the extra worry of legal proceedings.
This is not a good start to their new life in this country."
Michael stated.
"They'll be more distressed if they can't find their
friend, and they'll be under more pressure not knowing
what to tell Ameer's mother. Don't you think so?" Jeannine
exclaimed.
"That'll cause them much hardship, and they'll need
a lot of moral support to get over it," Dave suggested.
"We'll support them the best we can, but for how
long we're going to do that and to what extent, I don’t
know. Ameer is missing and we don't know how or why?
Maybe there are some criminal elements involved. Maybe
he is in trouble with the law, or simply missing for one
reason or another, or at worst he may be dead and his
body left somewhere in the bush to rot. We need a
solicitor to handle this case for the benefit of all involved,"
Jeannine asserted.
"I do agree with you Jeannine. What do you think
Michael?"
"I don't really know!" replied Michael. Then he shook
his head in an approving nod. "We'll have to get Kamal's
consent first and then let the law take its course."
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Sitting in the comfort of the air conditioned lounge, Sam
was watching TV, while Kamal and his wife were
questioning their decision to come to Australia.
"We're here like sitting ducks at the mercy of
strangers. We don't know what tomorrow will hold for us.
We're in trouble now because of you and your stupid and
foolish idea of getting rich," Kamal fired at his wife.
Zahra fired back. "You've never taken responsibility
for anything in your life, and you're always quick to
criticise someone else for your misfortune. For once in
your life, stand up and be counted rather than hiding
behind someone else."
Kamal gazed at his wife with astonishment. This was
the first time she had talked back to him in contempt. He
felt pain in his stomach like someone had stabbed him
with a sharp instrument, which had pierced straight into
his stomach and twisted a few times. He wanted to put
her where she belonged, and if she objected, he would like
to teach her a lesson or two, so she wouldn't forget who
the man of the house is. On the other hand, he thought
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this wasn't the time to start fighting so he pretended that
she had not insulted him with the style of her reproach.
"You're right. It's easier said than done – stand up
and be counted – but what do you propose we do?"
Zahra was happy to respond to her husband's
request. She wanted to show him that she already had
established good contact with highly respected people in
their community. She opened her handbag, produced a
business card and gave it to him. "This is the name of the
president of the Doers Group Incorporated. He is a very
important person, and I'm sure if someone can help us, he
is the one."
Kamal took the business card and read:
Fred Halim
President
The Doers Group Incorporated
Cultural and Early Settlement Services
a Phone Call Away
"How did you get this business card?"
"When I went to that shop across the road to buy a
bottle of milk, the woman behind the counter asked if I
was new to this suburb. I told her that we had arrived
recently from overseas, and we're staying here
temporarily until we find our friend. The woman
introduced me to another woman who was sharing her
drink, and she told me that she was the wife of the
president of the Doers Group Incorporated. Mrs Halim
was a nice person. She gave me this business card and told
me that if we ever needed any help to ring her. She lives
not far from here, it's about ten minutes walk. I believe
this is an excellent opportunity. Why don't we take
advantage of it and give her a ring?"
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"I believe it's inappropriate to involve anyone else
until we hear from Dave and Michael."
"Why should we? I can't see a reason why we should
have to wait to hear from them first."
"Let's not put our trust in strangers..."
"Mrs Halim isn't a stranger. She's the wife of the
president," she interrupted.
"Don't let the need to solve your problem justify your
action. Michael is a very decent person and Mr and Mrs
Fares are great people. They helped us find a place to stay
and..."
"This doesn't mean that we have to be indebted to
them for the rest of our lives."
"What’s happened to you Zahra? You've changed
overnight."
"We came all the way here to build a better future,
not to waste our lives worrying about some stupid
tradition. I'm going to grab the first available opportunity
to climb the ladder of success and I'm not going to let
these noblemen's codes drag me and my family down."
"We’ve lived all our lives by the codes of honour. We
have only been here for few days, and you want to
abandon our way of life because you want to be
successful? Success without honour is like a
King without his kingdom and a tree without its leaves. I
am not willing to go down that path. We must wait to see
what our good and trusted friends will do, and then we
take it one step at a time."
"If you're not going to act, I'm going to talk to Mrs
Halim myself. She is very pleasant and well informed. She
told me that they have helped hundreds of new arrivals
and now most of them are running their own businesses."
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"The immediate problem we're facing right now is
the disappearance of Ameer not what sort of business
we're going to have. Let's concentrate on this particular
problem first and worry about the rest later."
"Ameer isn't our first priority. We should be
concerned first about getting a job and finding a school for
our son. Ameer is a mature and successful businessperson.
He can be anywhere in Australia taking care of his
business, and he must have forgotten about us. Therefore,
let's set ourselves up and worry about him later."
"You're out of your mind! What are we going to tell
his mother? Will we tell her sorry your son has vanished
from the face of the earth? On the other hand, will we tell
her, your son has disappeared, and we're not concerned in
finding him because we're busy looking for work?
Alternatively, will we say your son has been kidnapped,
or he has had an accident and is lying unconscious in a
hospital but we're not in the mood to find him? Tell me!
What will we tell his mother?" Kamal exclaimed.
"We can postpone writing to her for a week or so;
probably by that time we’ll know something about him."
"If we don't make his case our priority, we're…"
"We're not obliged to do anything for him. He's the
one who sponsored us, and he's morally obliged to take
care of us," Zahra interrupted.
"What are you talking about? He's our neighbour
and our good friend. How dare you think of him that
way?" Kamal fired.
"You're right. He's our neighbour, but not our good
friend," Zahra fired back.
"Do you know something I don't?" Kamal asked.
"Your naivety amazes me. You always think that
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everyone is behaving honourably, and you’re never
doubted anyone's behaviour. Have you ever thought that
Ameer's disappearance is intentional?"
"What do you mean by that?"
"I mean that the minute Ameer realised that we're
coming, he staged his own disappearance, so he won't be
morally obliged to provide for us until we get work. The
moment he knows we start working and settling down,
he'll appear from nowhere with plenty of excuses," Zahra
explained.
"I don't believe I'm hearing that from you."
"Look, when the shopkeeper introduced me to Mrs
Halim, we sat down and talked. I told her the whole story
and how much we're worrying about Ameer. She laughed
and told me not to worry because hundreds like him have
sponsored people and then, when they realised that they
might be a burden on them, they all disappeared without
a trace. She suspects our friend is likely to be one of them."
"I don't believe a word you're saying. Ameer is a
trusted friend, and he wouldn't do that no matter what
happened. I have a bad feeling that something terrible has
happened to him."
"This woman is the wife of the president. She holds a
high status among her community. She knows what she's
talking about. Forget about finding Ameer and let's see
what we can do," Zahra suggested.
"I'm not going to give much weight to this sweeping
statement issued by this woman whom we've never met
before. I think it is irresponsible of her to accuse someone
she doesn't even know, and I'm not going to judge my
friend harshly. Ameer wouldn't do that, and I'm not going
to judge him harshly. I'll give you the benefit of the doubt,
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but let's wait for a couple of weeks, and if we still have a
problem, I'll go along with you."
"OK. That's fine with me. Let's wait and see."
Kamal felt momentary relieved, hoping that the next
couple of weeks would provide an answer. However,
doubts entered his mind, and he thought of what his wife
had said. She could be right you know. Ameer could've
changed and money is capable of doing that, he told himself.
No, I don't believe a word she said. Mrs. Halim could be a
dubious woman. Who knows. No, I shouldn't let these bad
feelings cross my mind. Then, he started again to doubt
Ameer's goodwill and reflected back on the letter that
Ameer had wrote to his mother asking her to encourage
them to immigrate to Australia and that he's prepared to
help them to fulfil their dream.
Kamal's mind drifted and he started to admonish his
friend about his obligations and for not keeping his
promises.
What about you, dear friend Ameer? Have you forgotten
the day you told your mother to encourage us to follow you and
not to be wary because you will be waiting for us? Did you
rescind your promise to your neighbours and friends and leave
them to fend for themselves and be at the mercy of strangers? If
you really staged your disappearance as Mrs Halim suspected,
I'll forgive you and release you from all your obligations. Please
let us know that you're alive, so we can assure your mother of
your imminent return. Don't worry my friend, we'll be all
right, and we're grateful for the help we've received from
Michael and Dave. It'll be a long and winding road ahead of us,
but we'll survive no matter what.
Kamal felt helpless and imagined the hard days
ahead and a tear rolled down his cheek as he murmured,
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Dear God,
to you I surrender
and from you, I ask.
Be our companion in this journey.
Strengthen our faith,
and protect us from evil.
To you, I pray…!
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Kamal could not sleep that night. It was hot and humid,
and he was in a bad mood. Besides his concern about
Ameer's welfare, he was very worried about his wife's
attitude and the sudden shift from being a compliant wife
who gave her husband the respect he deserved, to a
rebellious one who questioned her husband without any
justification.
He felt very sad and distressed. He’s a lonely man in
a new country, who gets in trouble with no relatives or
friends that he could turn to for support. He wanted to
cry, but the tears refused to grant him his wish. His throat
tightened and he felt a choking sensation, and he had to
fight for air. He got out of bed and went to the kitchen, got
a cold drink and came back to the lounge, rested on the
sofa and switched on the fan. The chilled, fizzy ‘7-up' and
the cool air helped him to relax and breathe easily. He
closed his eyes and drifted in a daydream state that took
him to his birthplace. He relived his boyhood with Ameer
cherishing the days when men were the heads of the
family, and wives were managing the family's affairs and
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looking after the children.
"Wake up!" Zahra shouted, and then she shook
Kamal by the shoulder. "What's the matter with you.
Wake up!"
Kamal woke to the harsh sound of his wife. "Why are
you shouting?" he asked.
"You were talking incoherently in your sleep and
moving involuntarily and acting as if you'd seen a ghost.
Get up! It's seven o'clock now. When Sam gets up, get his
breakfast ready."
"When was the last time I prepared Sam's breakfast?"
"You’d better get used to it, because from this day
on, we have to share the house duties."
Kamal was startled by his wife's unanticipated
change of attitude. He wanted to exercise his authority of
being a husband and the head of the house, but refrained
from doing so fearing the confrontation with her might
complicate matters further. He thought, maybe she’s
under pressure and this was the only way she could
release her tension.
"I know you're under pressure dear and so am I, but
going against each other will not help solve the problem."
"I'm not going against you. On the contrary, I'm
trying to help you."
"Thank you for your concern, but how are you going
to help me?"
"I'm going to meet with Mrs Halim at the corner
shop. She's going to take me to enrol Sam at the local
school, and if we finish early she will take me to register
for work."
"Why didn't you tell me this last night?" Kamal
protested.
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Zahra wished her husband would understand that
the days when they used to bring up females to become
mothers and wives, and restricted their duties to the
kitchen and general house duties were numbered. She
looked at him and asked pitifully, "Am I obliged to tell
you every little thing?"
"You've said a minute ago that we must share duties.
Don't you think it would be nice if we could share
information too?"
"Don't start arguing now! I'm running late for my
appointment," then she picked up her handbag from the
kitchen table and said in a directive tone. "Look after Sam
and don't leave him alone."
"When are you coming back?" he asked.
"As soon as I’m finished," she replied and slammed
the door behind her.
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Rubbing his eyes with the back of his hands and walking
unsteadily, Sam jumped into his father's lap. "Good
morning daddy," he said and hugged him tightly.
"Good morning. You're up early today."
"I couldn't sleep dad. It was very hot. Then he looked
around and asked, "Where's mum?"
"She went to see Mrs Halim."
"Who's Mrs Halim?"
"She's a famous lady. Your mother met her
yesterday, and today she is taking her to enrol you at the
local school."
"Hooray! I'll be going to school! When?"
"Soon you will be son, soon."
Kamal prepared a bowl of corn flakes and milk. He
put it on the kitchen table and switched the TV onto a
cartoon show for Sam to watch. "Eat your breakfast and if
you need anything else, call me, I'll be outside on the
porch."
The early morning breeze was cool, but the sunrays
were prickling his skin like spikes. The shade of the
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eucalyptus tree was covering the side corner of the porch.
Kamal moved the recliner under the shade and stretched
out. He was drained emotionally, thinking of the sudden
change in his wife's behaviour, and physically tired due to
the hot weather and lack of sleep. He felt crushed, weary
and disillusioned, as he contemplated his future and
foresaw a bleak ominous one. His friend Ameer was
nowhere to be found and his wife was confrontational. He
was confused, lonely, cut off from the rest of the world. A
lone person in an unfamiliar country with an erratic, alien
and unpredictable wife. He felt a lump stuck in his throat
as he conceded defeat, and help seemed unreachable in
this unchartered environment. His eyes fogged and he felt
drowsy. He tried to fight back, but failed and dozed off.
Kamal drifted in his dream to the day where he had
the first disagreement with his wife. He relived that
evening as if he was watching a movie in slow motion.
With extreme concentration, he examined thoroughly
every frame of it trying not to miss any detail no matter
how small it was.
He saw in his mind's eye how his wife was sitting on
the sofa looking at the ceiling with half-open eyes. He read
the signs of worry and distraction on her face. He could
feel now how he laid his hand on her shoulder trying to
attract her attention. He went back in time almost two
years and recalled the scene, as it was then, and heard his
tender tone asking:
"What's wrong? Is there anything bothering you?"
Kamal paused for a moment, trying to recall his
wife’s response. He could hear her answer as it was
imprinted in his memory. She explained that many things
make her worry, but she had learned to live with them.
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However, there was a particular problem that they were
facing now and it was hard to solve.
Kamal remembered how he had responded to his
wife, assuring her that no problem is unsolvable as long as
she stood by him. But his wife had insisted that this
particular problem was different because it involved their
son's future and any decision they make right now may
have a drastic effect on it."
Kamal heard himself in his mind's eye asking:
"Is our son's future in danger? ‘I've worked hard and
long to secure his future, and everything we own is going
to be his. Therefore, where is the problem?"
Kamal explored his memory for a moment trying to
recall his wife's response, and the scene flashed in front of
his eyes and he heard her responding in a quiet voice:
"I don't mean that his future is in danger right now. I
am worried about how are we going to provide for his
schooling? The way it is going now, it seems like we will
not have enough money to see him through his secondary
education. You know very well that the world is
progressing fast and in the future there will be no place
for the poor and the illiterate…"
The visualisation continued and Kamal remembered
how he had retorted abruptly.
"To be poor is nothing to be ashamed of, and money
never gives people respect, they don't deserve … you
always value money and think it can buy you everything.
Isn't it enough that our son is growing up with a family
that believes in good values and is willing to pass them on
to their children?" Then he fixed his eyes on his wife,
changed the tone of his voice and continued.
"Money loses its value, social and political systems
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change regularly and human kind evolves, but the land
stays here for eternity. This is his fortune – one hundred
hectares of fertile land; he will inherit it as we did from
our grandparents. He will cultivate the land and live from
its harvest as we do. Therefore, why are you worried?"
Zahra was not moved by her husband’s inept
argument. She tried to make him reconsider his decision.
Kamal could see now how she gave him a pitiful look and
replied in an assertive voice.
"You're living in the past; what's wrong if we give
our son a good education coupled with the values you
glorify. Be realistic, the land you cultivate does not
produce enough to see us through the winter months!
Don't you see that the system is in favour of imported
products and the government does not support farmers
nor subsidise them to compete with the imports?
Therefore, tell me for God's sake, how can you impose
change? We are poor people and no one would listen to
us!"
Kamal realised now that his argument had fallen on
deaf ears, and he tried to analyse where he had gone
wrong as he recalled his response.
"You always try to complicate matters! Look at the
bright side, and you will see things differently. I do value
my principles more than I value my life. The land that
doesn't give us enough produce today, in the future it will.
However, the corrupt system of today will be replaced by
another equitable one, a system under which all people
will be treated equally."
Kamal accepted in his apparition that his wife knew
in her heart that his wish list is not going to bring about
any accomplishment for quite a long time, and he
142

Station Pier

questioned his vision.
"How can a fair system be created by illiterate
people? The children of today are the future leaders! If we
don't educate them and nurse them through life in an
honourable and righteous manner, the system you're
dreaming of will never come about." Zahra explained.
Kamal remembered how he had tried to convince his
wife that this situation will not last long, and he wanted to
give his son the best education. He acknowledged that
they don't have the money to meet the high fees of
education, but they could mortgage the northern section
of their land and use the money to educate Sam, but his
wife dismissed the proposition abruptly.
"Mortgage our land… to whom?" she asked.
"We can approach Mr Wael!"
"Do you mean that money broker who terrorised the
neighbouring villagers and ripped them off? This man
would not hesitate to rip off his own mother if he could.
He will steal our land at the first available opportunity."
"If we are afraid to take risks in order to provide a
good education for our son, then let's send him to the
public school in the next village. A clever student will
learn no matter what school he attends!"
Kamal in his mental picture felt his wife's hand
caressing his shoulder as she responded in a wavering
tone.
"If we could send him to a public school, we’d have
no problem. Do you forget our neighbour? How many
times he has suffered humiliation since he had to entreat
to send his son to the same public school. You know as
well as I do that everyone should have the right to educate
their children at least in a public school, but under our
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system, education is not a right for everyone. It is a
privilege only for those who can afford this right. You and
all folks alike, have to beg politicians and influential
people to be able to educate your children even in public
schools. If you think you can, then start begging and
cajoling now!"
Kamal's dream was interrupted temporarily as he
wiped a tear rolling down his cheek, although he
perceived his own voice responding angrily to his wife's
suggestion.
"No I will not disparage my dignity, and I will not
disgrace my father nor subject him to shame or
humiliation. I think we should wait until after the election,
maybe some change will take place, and then we may be
able to find a better way to deal with our problems."
"This is not the first time we have had an election.
They always promise to provide the best, but it always
turns out to be the worst. I think the only solution to our
problem is to migrate to Australia," Zahra proposed.
The word 'migrate' made Kamal quiver in his dream,
and her proposal was a chilling reminder of the people
who migrated and never returned as he brought to mind
his reaction.
"No… I will not leave my country. Don't you realise
that most of our emigrants, who migrated with the hope
of returning in a few years, never did. The foreigners have
come and settled in their places, and if our expatriates
decide one day to return, they will find no place for them,
and in the long-term we will finish with no nation and no
place for us to call home…!"
Kamal could see now in his mind's eye how Zahra
had knelt on one leg and put her hands on his knees. She
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stared into his eyes as if seeking approval of what she was
about to say. She paused for a few seconds and said in a
soft, begging tone.
"We will migrate for a few years, and then we will
return with enough money to secure our future and the
future of our son. Look at our neighbour's son, Ameer, he
migrated three years ago, and they said he had wealth
worth thousands of dollars."
Kamal gently touched his wife's hand caressed her
tenderly and replied.
"I am afraid that if we migrate, we may never return.
You know as well as I do that many people from the
neighbouring villages have migrated a long time ago and
never returned. All we're thinking now is how we are
going to grab enough money in the shortest possible time,
and hopefully one day we may return. What added to my
worries is how we can teach our son his mother's tongue
and our culture and tradition in a country we know
nothing about."
Zahra hugged her husband lovingly.
"Don't you worry dear. We've heard a lot about our
expatriates setting up schools and cultural clubs. We'll
send Sam to one of their schools, and he'll continue his
education upon our return. This is a calculated risk, and I
have a strong feeling that we'll be doing the right thing if
we decide to migrate for the sake of our son's future."
Kamal awakened from his dream with a splitting
headache. As the sun rose towards midday, the shadow of
the tree moved to the right away from the porch, and he
was exposed to the morning sun for a good hour. He felt
sick and drowsy and couldn't rise to his feet. He had to
steady himself by holding onto the side rails until he
145

George A. Salib

reached the door. He felt exhausted and unable to think
clearly, as if the long and harsh journey in his dream had
confused him and affected his judgment. He walked in
and sat next to his son, who was watching television.
Sam was tired too. He put his head on his father's
lap, and it wasn't long before he fell asleep. Kamal felt
drowsy too, but he tried to stay awake to re-examine his
wife's aspiration in life and understand her ambition. Now
he realised that her motive to migrate was influenced by
her desire to become rich. This could change the course of
their lives to an undesirable direction that could have a
drastic effect on them. He tried to relive his dream again,
but the effect of the sun and the state of confusion had
clouded his mind and he couldn't think clearly, and after a
few minutes of fighting, sleep overcame him and he
drifted off again.
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became worried. It was four o'clock in the
afternoon and Zahra hadn't come home yet. What could've
happened to her? he wondered, as he stretched out on the
settee watching the clock and counting the seconds ticking
by.
Sam's behaviour had become erratic. He missed his
mother immensely, as she had never left him alone for
such a long time. Kamal thought of going to the shop
across the road, and asking the shopkeeper if she would
give him Halim's address. As he was about to put his
thoughts into action, Sam called "Where’s mum?"
"She's probably still at school filling out some
enrolment forms."
"I'm hungry."
Kamal hesitated for a moment, not sure what to give
his son for dinner. The first thing that came to his mind
was to fry an egg, and he said to himself, I hope he'll like my
cooking. He opened the refrigerator door, took out two
eggs, put a pan on the stove with a little oil, and just
before he cracked the first egg, the phone rang. Kamal
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rushed back to the lounge and snatched the phone and,
before he had the time to say hello, he recognised his
wife's voice telling him that she won't be coming home
until after seven o'clock."
"Why is that?" Kamal asked.
"I haven't finished what I came here for."
"Why didn't you ring us earlier? I am worried and
Sam keeps asking for you."
"You should be able to manage without me for one
day."
"What's stopping you from coming home right
now?"
"I cannot talk now, but as soon as I finish, I'll come
home."
Kamal was aggravated by his wife’s annotation. "I
think you should come home right now," he told her
eagerly.
"Save your breath dear. I'll come as soon as I finish."
"I said..." then he heard a click before he could finish
his statement.
Kamal hung up the phone and resumed frying two
eggs for his son.
"Was that mum on the phone?" Sam asked.
"Yes."
"When is she coming home?"
"She'll be here as soon as she can."
"Will she be late?"
"I don't know. She wants me to prepare your meal,
give you a shower and put you in bed, just in case she
does not make it on time."
"I don't feel sleepy yet."
"Once you finish your meal, I'll give you a shower
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then you can watch TV."
Kamal could not stay watching television with his
son. He was confused, mystified by his wife's sudden
change of behaviour, and terrified of the upshot. He went
outside to the porch, sat down on a bench, lit a cigarette
and took a few puffs. He stared at the horizon puzzled by
the sudden change in his wife's attitude, seeking out an
excuse to justify her action, but in the end, he failed. His
wife was considered sincere and respectful. She never
answered him back nor questioned his judgment the way
she just did. Something must've gotten into her head, he
thought. Maybe she was under pressure, depressed and had no
one to turn to, but whatever her motive was it shouldn't be an
excuse to turn against me. He pondered for a moment.
Kamal was sympathetic and made an effort to
understand Zahra's sudden change, but couldn't justify
her action. He examined thoroughly the last few days to
see if he had done or said anything to upset or insult her.
He couldn't remember anything unusual, and he began to
blame himself. He felt vulnerable, fragile, pathetic and
exhausted. He closed his eyes, and in a few minutes, he
was besieged with dreams and memories. The past events
in his village suddenly began to unravel in front of him, as
if he was watching a slow motion picture. He examined
every argument and event that had happened between
him and his wife, but could not recognise anything that
could identify the reason behind her sudden change. He
scrutinised every incident frame by frame, and analysed
every word she had said and every comment she had
made, but he couldn't come to any conclusion to give any
reason for this sudden and unexpected change. Then
suddenly he stopped at an incident the day when an
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argument broke out between them. He concentrated
intensely on every little detail hoping to find a reason for
her change of attitude.
In his dream, Kamal could hear the argument going
on as he heard it two years ago when his wife carried on
nagging him with her unruly ambition. She was
encouraged to migrate to Australia by many success
stories that were at the time circulating in the
neighbourhood about people who had migrated,
especially about their neighbour Ameer who had
migrated a few years ago. Rumours were floating around
the village that he had made a fortune. She was
determined to convince him to change his mind. She
wanted desperately to live the life of the rich and famous,
while he was content with what he had. He believed the
land was the most important factor in determining
people's identity. He tried on many occasions to convince
her to stand by him. He will work hard, and one day, they
will harvest the fruit of their hard work, and this would be
the sweetest victory in their lives. He tried intensely, but
failed to convince her that the temporary happiness that
easy money can bring could be taken away at any
moment. On the other hand, the happiness and
satisfaction you bring about by perseverance and hard
work, no one can ever take from you. He could see now
how Zahra had brushed his argument aside, and he
wasn't smart enough to read between the lines. He blamed
himself for not being able to read the warning signs,
which clearly showed her intention of getting rich quickly,
rather than being interested in providing a decent living
for the family. Now he became aware of her ambition
when he heard again in his vivid dream Zahra's
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statement.
"I will not hesitate to sacrifice everything in life to
accomplish this goal."
This visualisation in his dream gave him an insight
into Zahra's mind and ambition. The last argument he had
with her in the presence of Janette – Ameer's mother – had
given him a lead as to the new challenge he would have to
deal with. He understood now why Zahra's attitude had
changed so quickly. This was not a new thing to her. It
was part of her, since they were married, but she had
suppressed her eagerness to be rich and independent
fearing the backlash of the tight-knit community. Now she
had freed herself of cultural and traditional codes and
could do whatever pleased her without the fear of being
shamed by neighbours or relatives. At this time, she had
revealed her true colours, as she didn't need to please
anyone except herself.
Kamal was awakened from his visualisation by his
son's call for a cup of milk. His heart was pounding
against his ribs and the apprehension was showing clearly
on his face. He hoisted himself off the bench feeling a
splitting headache and muttered.
"It is rightly said. Every cloud has a silver lining, and
you should take all things as they come and be content."
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composed himself trying to hide his anger. He
could see clearly now the sudden change of attitude, but
he wasn't sure if this change was due to Mrs Halim's
influence or if this is how his wife was. Maybe he was so
naïve that he didn't read her, or maybe she was very
clever to live by the codes of customs and traditions
waiting for the right moment to show her true colours. He
thought to himself, If I allow my emotions to take control of
the situation, I'd be risking everything. It's better to act cool if I
want to save my family a lot of trouble. He turned his head, so
he could stare directly into his wife's eyes.
"Where have you been Zahra?" Kamal asked.
"Why do you ask?"
"You've been away for twelve hours. Do you realise
that it is now seven o'clock?"
"So what?"
"I was worried about you! You didn't leave behind a
phone number or an address, so it's natural for a husband
to be worried about his wife!"
"I'm not a little a girl, you know; I can take care of
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myself pretty well."
"I've never doubted your ability, but this is the first
occasion you’ve left Sam for such a long time without
asking about him."
"You were with him. Don't you think that Sam is
your responsibility as much as mine?"
"I'm not disputing that fact, but at least prepare me
for that, so I know what I'll be expecting."
"From this day, you'd better get used to it. I'm up to
my responsibility as much as you are. If we want to
prosper and make a decent living as well as gain a good
social status, we have to be strong, decisive, willing to
work hard and stop breathing down each other's necks."
Kamal thought it would be better if he and his wife
could learn to communicate much better from this point
on. Maybe that would lead to a better understanding and
mutual respect. He looked at his wife and humbly
acknowledged.
"There's a beginning for everything. Let's start from
this moment to improve our style of communication. I'll
reveal to you my entire plan with complete transparency,
and that applies to you too. Therefore, let's start from this
moment. Can you tell me what did you do today?"
Zahra became suspicious of her husband's change of
style in dealing with everyday issues, but she decided to
go along, at least for the time being. She sat on the settee
next to him, held his hand and replied tenderly.
"Of course I'll tell you everything. You're my
husband and you have the right to know. I was supposed
to meet with Mr Halim to introduce me to the school
principal, but unfortunately, he had to go interstate for an
urgent meeting. We couldn't do anything about the
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school, since Mrs Halim didn't know the school's viceprincipal."
"Why didn't you come home earlier?" Kamal asked.
"Mrs Halim had a home party for Poly Phase
Marketing and asked me to stay on. She said I could make
a lot of money if I was interested, and she's willing to help
me start. Therefore, I said to myself, since I'm already
here, I should take this opportunity to meet new and very
successful people as she put it to me. She said they'd tell
me their personal stories of success. All of them started
from zero, and within a year they had made it big, and I
can have the same opportunity."
"This Poly Phase Marketing, what is it?"
"You should have been there and listened to Mrs
White. She told me that she borrowed two hundred and
fifty dollars to purchase her Starter's Kit. She's been with
them for three years, and she’s made over one hundred
thousand dollars. It is a great scheme and this is the
easiest and the shortest way to make it big. You should
have seen Mrs Halim's house. It's like a castle; two levels
on the top of a hill overlooking the city and it has a garage
for four cars. They have one Mercedes, one MG sport, one
BMW and a four-wheel drive."
"It's easier said than done. I've never heard of an
investment of two hundred and fifty dollars that would
yield, in three years, more than one hundred thousand
dollars, unless there's something illegal."
"Nothing is illegal. This system is genuine and a very
clean, straightforward business."
"How do you know that it's a clean business? You
just met these people for a couple of hours, and you gave
this business the seal of approval. Don't you think it's a bit
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too early?"
"I admit it. I don't know everything about it, but
what I've learned today astonished me. Furthermore, Mrs
Halim promised to give me full details, and she’ll help me
to start if I agree to purchase the Starter's Kit."
"Would you enlighten me with what you've learned?
I may be interested too. If it's that easy I'd be stupid not to
jump on the bandwagon."
"They were talking mostly in English. I could have
missed a few details, but I believe I understood the main
points. It works like this: you pay two hundred and fifty
dollars for a Starter's Kit, then you start to promote the
products and sell them to potential customers. While
you're doing the sales, you meet many people. You
smartly explain the scheme to them and try to sign them
up as sales people to sell the products under your
supervision as a team leader. All the sales made by your
sales people will yield into your account a twenty per cent
commission. Therefore, if you can sign up ten sales
people, and everyone sells products to the value of one
thousand dollars, the total sales would be ten thousand
dollars a month. At twenty per cent, your commission will
be two thousand dollars a month. Simply, this is a system
based on recruiting other people to work for you as sales
people, and they in turn recruit other people to work for
them, and whatever they sell collectively, you earn twenty
per cent commission even if you don't sell anything. The
more people you recruit the more profit you make. This is
how you accomplish wealth and independence. It's as
simple as that."
"The way you’ve explained it to me so far, I’ve come
to the conclusion that Mrs Halim is a shifty woman. She's
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exploiting naive people like you and people who expect to
make it big in the shortest possible time. She will make
you and other participants work your arses off, and she'll
reap all the benefits herself."
"Don't judge Mrs Halim harshly. She's truly a nice
woman, and she's trying to help us all to make poverty a
history."
"I bet she does! Can't you see how the system works?
Use a simple calculation and the result will speak for
itself. She gets twenty per cent from every purchase you
and other participants make. In fact, she does nothing
apart from collecting your hard won earnings."
"I don't think you know what you're talking about.
I'm not going to lose anything. The money I pay for the
Starter's Kit is safe, because if I couldn't sell anything, the
products are mine, and I can make use of them myself."
"Of course you don't lose, but you'll be purchasing
something you don't really need, and from your two
hundred and fifty dollars, Mrs Halim would be making
fifty dollars commission; that is her twenty per cent. If
every week she could sign ten people like you, she'll be
making an easy five hundred dollars. This is a good return
with no capital invested at all. She's exploiting you and
the others and in return you and the others will exploit the
others and so on. This is not a scheme. This is a scam. It
smells of rats and I don't want you to be part of it."
Zahra sensed the determination of her husband. She
thought, if I continue pressuring him, he might get aggressive
and this isn't the time to start fighting. It's better if I revert to
the old trick. A woman's tears are her best defence. She stared
into his eyes long enough for one tear to start rolling
down her sunburned cheek and with a sobbing voice, she
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protested.
"You're always trying your best to prevent me from
exploring my full potential. I'm doing this for you because
I do care, and I want you to be among the rich and the
famous like Mr Halim and..."
"Don't cry. Your tears break my heart. I want you to
be a housewife, not a salesgirl knocking on doors trying to
con some women to buy products they probably don't
need," Kamal cut in.
"We are poor people, and we cannot expect people to
give us the respect we deserve. People here don't know
who you are, neither have they known your father nor
your mother to pay you respect for your heritage nor for
your honourable stance. They respect you according to the
size of your bank account, and it is time to start working
on it now."
"You're right! Tomorrow morning we'll start
working, and by the end of this week we'll be depositing
the first digit of honour in our bank account."
"How are you going to do that?" she exclaimed.
"Michael and Mr Dave came in after you left. We had
coffee together then Mr Dave asked me if I wanted to start
working tomorrow. I was speechless and asked him how
did he find me a job so quickly and what sort of a job. He
said that I can start work with him in the fruit shop, and
you can start work stocking shelves in the Three Stars
Handy Store and..."
"If you're happy with these kinds of jobs you're free
to start tomorrow, but not me," Zahra interrupted
abruptly.
"Why not? It's an honest day’s pay for an honest
day’s work! Are you ashamed of that?"
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Zahra was not expecting such an offer from Dave.
She didn't like that proposition to work as stockist in a
supermarket. This job was not part of her equation – not
after what she had learnt from Mrs Halim – but she didn't
want to start a conflict with her husband – not now. She
thought of an excuse hoping to stall at least the prospect of
starting tomorrow. She looked intently into his eyes and
whispered in a voice that hardly went beyond her
husband's ear.
"If we start work tomorrow, what will we do with
Sam? We can't leave him in the house on his own."
"Everything has been taken care of."
"How?"
"Well! The school enrolment starts in three weeks
time. We'll enrol Sam at St John’s Primary School, which is
two streets away. This is very convenient, as we don't
have to go far."
"But in the meantime...! Who's going to take care of
him while we're at work?" she asked.
"Well. Next to the supermarket, there is a childcare
centre. You can drop Sam off on your way to work in the
morning and pick him up after you finish work at five in
the afternoon."
Zahra became furious. She said to herself, I went
away for a day and my husband organises my life without even
thinking of asking me or discussing it with me as a matter of
courtesy. If I let him get away with it now, I'll never have the
courage to stand up for my right again. I should tell him now
what to do with Dave's offer, however if I refuse outright, I will
expect an equal response from him. It's better to stall him for a
while to have the chance of discussing Mrs Halim's offer. If I
start work with Poly Phase Marketing and the prospect of big
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earning emerges clear enough for him to compare the two jobs,
I'll achieve my goals without being confrontational. Then she
stared at her husband and without blinking an eye, she
said sneakily, "It's very nice of Michael and Dave to be
concerned about us and go to so much trouble to find us a
job. I believe the reason behind going to all this trouble, is
to make sure that we can afford to meet the instalments on
the furniture and the payment of the rent on time."
"Are you insinuating that they offered us a job to
make sure that we can afford to meet our obligations
towards them?"
"Well! Not exactly, but it looks a bit suspicious. Don't
you think they should've allowed us to have a couple of
week’s rest, before they try to find us a job? They’ve
organised all this without any consideration for our
feelings. They went ahead without even asking us, and
allocated a job for each of us and surprisingly – not just
anywhere, but with them so they can be sure that they can
deduct the instalments out of our wages."
The element of doubt crossed Kamal's mind briefly,
but he managed to dismiss it without much ado. He
looked intently into Zahra's eyes and said without assent.
"I think they did that out of care and your
interpretation was not a part of their equation. They're
honest and we have no reason to doubt their actions."
"When I see people using you because you're a goodhearted and trustworthy person, my heart bleeds for you.
These people, if they have the tiniest respect for you, they
must have the decency to ask your opinion first, not to
come, take control of our lives, and dictate what they
think is good for us. I don't deny that we're indebted to
them, but we're going to pay them back with interest."
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"How can you misinterpret their good intentions?"
he retorted angrily. "Can't you see how much time
Michael, Dave and his wife are spending with us trying to
help us in any way they can? I don't believe for a second
that they have a hidden motive. On the contrary, they did
it from their hearts, otherwise they would not take the
trouble to ask their solicitor to help us find Ameer. I do
trust them. They are decent people and I have no reason to
be suspicious of them."
"Are you telling me that they appointed an attorney
to search for Ameer without your consent?"
"They didn't appoint an attorney behind my back.
Absolutely not, they asked me if I wished to do so, and I
authorised their solicitor Mr Brown to petition the court,
so we can have the right to search for Ameer on the basis
that he's our sponsor."
"Who's going to meet the legal costs?"
"I'm starting work tomorrow and with the overtime
work on Saturday and Sunday, I'll be taking home about
two hundred dollars clear. Out of this, I can easily pay one
hundred dollars a month until I pay the whole amount.
Mr Brown was very sympathetic. He knew that we're
newcomers, and we haven't started working yet, so he
agreed to be paid by instalments."
Zahra realised that with the help of Michael and
Dave, her husband was becoming aware of his role and
being more decisive in his approach. She didn't like it a bit
since she had become conscious of the fact that her
husband knew exactly which side his bread was buttered
on. In fact, she was injured in her pride, but she decided to
take a cautious approach.
"That's very nice of them, but I believe it is better for
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both of us if they stop putting words in our mouths and
let's decide for ourselves."
"I don't believe they did this in order to intervene in
our way of life. Quite the opposite, they did it out of care,
and we should really appreciate what they've done for us
so far."
"You're right. I didn't see it that way. I'm still
confused and tired. We've just moved in and there's a lot
more work to be done at home. You can start working
tomorrow, but I'll need at least a week to put this place in
order. Can you ask Dave if it's all right for me to start next
week?"
"As a matter of fact he gave us the choice to start any
time we feel up to it, but I choose to start tomorrow. I
don't think there will be any problem if you prefer to start
next week."
Zahra turned around and walked towards the
kitchen saying to herself. I'm heading towards the end of the
road. I hope it'll not be a dead end. Then she turned back.
"It's fine with me. I'll start next week."
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At three o'clock on Saturday afternoon, Mr Brown, Kamal
and Dave walked into Jimmy's office. Dave produced an
envelope and slapped it on Jimmy's desk. "This is an order
to view Ameer's belongings and this is our attorney, Mr
George Brown."
"Mr Fares, you don't have to go to all that trouble,"
Jimmy said politely. "We're old friends and I am always
happy to help, especially when it comes to you and Mrs
Fares."
Dave noticed the sudden change in Jimmy's
behaviour. He assumed that his wife had already carried
out her threat and informed him of her intention to
withdraw her property portfolio.
"We're here to inspect Ameer's belongings. In
addition, I want to see the repossession order and the list
of all his belongings.
"That's fine with me sir. I have prepared a list of all
the goods in the presence of the Sheriff. This is the list; it's
signed by me and the Sheriff Mr McDermit. The boxes are
there on the floor, please help yourselves."
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Mr Brown took the list, inspected it and gave the go
ahead for Kamal and Dave to open the boxes. In the first
box, they found clothes, pants, shirts, socks and
underwear. They searched every pocket in his clothes, but
unfortunately, they couldn't find anything that could be of
any help. They opened the second box, and all they found
was more clothes and some kitchenware. In the third box,
they found shaving products, and three small boxes. Dave
opened the first small box and, to his surprise, he found a
passport and called on Kamal for identification.
Kamal flicked through the passport pages, looked up
at Dave and a tear rolled down his cheek. "Yes that's him
all right, but there's nothing inside the passport to give us
a clue as to his whereabouts."
Dave gave the second small box to Mr Brown. "You
might find in it something of merit."
Mr Brown viewed the contents of the box
thoroughly. "There's nothing of importance," he declared,
then he observed more papers. "It looks like we have a
lead."
"What is it?" Kamal asked.
"This is a document for a truck registered in his
name." Then he handed the document to Jimmy. "Give us
a photocopy please." He paused for a moment then added,
"Hang on a minute. I think I want more copies. This one is
a membership in a health fund; this one is a golf club
membership and this is an ambulance membership card.
Amazingly there's nothing about his banking or credit
facilities."
Dave opened the third small box and, to his surprise,
he found in it the phone, gas and electricity accounts, the
rental book and the bank book. He also found a wallet and
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some other documents. He then handed over the box to
Mr Brown. "You'll find in this box what we're looking for."
"Thank you Dave. You're a great help," replied Mr
Brown, then he took the box and inspected the documents.
There was a receipt from the launderette for two jumpers
and a pair of trousers that had never been collected. The
other document was a cash order in advance from a
furniture gallery to move some furniture to Sydney.
Mr Brown thanked Dave. "You were very helpful."
Then he turned to Jimmy. "Let's copy all these documents,
and we'll investigate them one at a time."
"No problem at all." He took all the documents,
photocopied them, returned the originals to the box and
handed the copies to Mr Brown. "If you need anything
else, please give me a ring." Then he rose to his feet,
walked around his desk and shook hands with Dave, and
whispered, "Say hello to Mrs Fares."
"Don't worry Jimmy, I'll tell her you were very
helpful, and she'll go soft on you."
"Thank you Mr Fares, I know I can count on you."
Dave fixed his eyes on Jimmy's and whispered back,
"I stood by you once before, and I may do it again."
Jimmy was encouraged by Dave's response, and as
he saw him to the door, he said, "Give my regards to
Jeannine and tell her I'll be seeing her this afternoon."
The moment they were out of the office Dave asked,
"What’s next?"
"I'll set the ball rolling. I'll check every lead available
to us and if needed, I'll ask Andrew for help."
"Who's Andrew?" Dave asked.
"He's the best private investigator I have come
across. In fact, I'll ask him to take care of the full
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investigation. His fees are cheaper than solicitor’s fees.”
"I'm awfully concerned. There is only one entry of
five hundred dollars in his bank book, and no other
entries of deposits or withdrawals,” Kamal remarked.
"This bank book is merely an investment interest
bearing account. He may have some other forms of
financial transactions which we don't know of, but
through this account we could find out if he has any other
accounts," Mr Brown replied.
"If I don't write to Ameer's mother soon, she may get
worried and write back to her son seeking an explanation
for his delay, and since Ameer is no longer at his address,
the letter will return to her as an unclaimed article. If this
happens, she'll be worried to death," Kamal stated.
"I'll be passing by the post office this afternoon. I will
put a Mail Redirect Order for a period of six months, and
any mail that comes during this period, it will be
redirected to your address," Dave assured him.
As they were about to go their separate ways Dave
asked, "What are the chances Mr Brown?"
"Very slim indeed, but I'll give it my best shot."
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Kamal

was jerky, the armchair he sat on was custom
made of red gum wood and leather graft. It was so large
that his feet were about five inches above ground level. He
was clearly uncomfortable in the bumpy, bulky, roseupholstered armchair that was big enough for two people.
The living room was very large and the ceiling was higher
than average. The chandelier had more than twenty bulbs
and was made of crystal and gold leaves. The kitchen was
state-of-the-art, custom-made and big enough to cater for
fifty people with little trouble. The oven and the
dishwasher shone as if they had never been used. The red
gum cabinet displayed a large set of gold edged, very
expensive kitchenware that would make you think twice
before you cut your steak on any of them.
Kamal felt he should get up and leave and to hell
with Mr Halim's invitation. He'd been sitting there for
more than one hour and Mrs Halim was spending more
time answering the phone, and hardly talking to them
except when she got off the phone occasionally to
apologise for the delay, explaining that her husband was
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held up in a meeting and he'll be home soon. Although
she never forgot to keep reminding them every now and
then, that she was glad that they had come and that her
husband will be very pleased to meet them.
"How late will Mr Halim be?" Kamal asked.
"No one can tell. He is the president, and people
expect too much of him. He has to live up to their
expectations. Sometimes he stays until after eleven thirty
at night, depending on the agenda of the meeting."
"Mrs Halim! I am a working person, and I have to
start work at six o'clock in the morning. If you think your
husband is going to be late, we'd rather go now, and we'll
come some other time."
"Nonsense, you're not going anywhere! We're going
to have dinner together. Mr Halim won’t be happy at all if
I let you go.”
"Mr Halim is extremely busy and has a tight
schedule to meet, if we don't see him tonight we don't
know when he'll have time to see us again. One late night
won't hurt you," Zahra explained.
"You're a bit anxious Mr Bedwani. Make yourself at
home, and I'll get you a drink. What do you like to drink;
whisky or wine?"
"Thank you Mrs Halim. I don't think I should have
any drink tonight."
"I'll ring my husband and see how late he'll be." Mrs
Halim reached for the phone, lifted the receiver to her ear
and pushed the redial button, and with the other hand,
she sunk her fingers into her hair and stroked it backward
to move it off her forehead, showing what could be
sparkling diamond earrings and a thick golden chain
around her neck. As soon as she heard a click, she said,
167

George A. Salib

"Hello darling! How long will you be? Mr and Mrs
Bedwani have been here since seven thirty."
"Why do you keep calling me? You knew that this
meeting was for electing a new committee, and I can't
leave before I designate the responsibility of each
member," he barked.
"I agree with you darling, but you're the one who set
up the meeting for seven thirty. Your guests have been
waiting for more than one hour."
"Things got out of hand, and I have to stay back. Ask
Mr Bedwani to wait for me. I'll be there at nine o'clock if
not earlier."
"OK darling."
Mrs Halim put the receiver down and walked to the
bench, which separated the kitchen from the sitting room
and reached for her glass of wine. She took a mouthful
and returned the glass. "He won't be long!" she
apologised. "I know when my husband leaves home, but I
don't know when he'll come back!"
Mrs Halim was tempted to use this valuable time
more efficiently. She thought that while they were waiting
for her husband, it was a good opportunity to show Mr
Bedwani a video about Poly Phase Marketing. "Your wife
will soon be part of our successful team. Who knows; after
you watch the video and have an idea how it works, you
might be interested too?"
"I don't think so. I'm not the type of person who can
handle this sort of work."
"You never know until you try."
"As a matter of fact, my wife and I have had a serious
discussion about it, and I think it's not to my liking."
"Talking about it doesn't give you the right picture.
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After you see the video you can decide for yourself," and
without taking any notice, Mrs Halim put the video player
on and pushed a cassette into the video slot. "Watch it and
I'll answer all your queries." She sank into her favourite
armchair and the video rolled.
People in the video clip were well dressed, the
furnishings were expensive and the cars were late models,
but Kamal was not interested in the whole affair. He felt
that he should watch just as a matter of courtesy so Mrs
Halim wouldn't be offended. He was watching the
television screen, but inside his mind he was seeing
different scenes. He was imagining Mr Halim as an
arrogant man who didn't give a damn about social
etiquette. He thought to himself, If he treats people with
contempt the way he's treating us, I wonder how he could have
kept his social status untarnished until now. I feel I should get
up and go. Then he mulled over the conflict, which might
arise between him and his wife if he should leave in this
manner, and decided on waiting to meet this arrogant
person, even if he had to wait on until eternity. After all,
it's not fair to judge a man without knowing him
firsthand.
Although Mrs Halim and Zahra were watching the
video with great interest, Kamal drifted away with his
thoughts trying to resolve the problem he'd been facing
from the very first day in this new country. What will I do if
I can't find Ameer? How can I inform his mother? What will I
tell her? Ameer has vanished from the face of the earth, or he has
relinquished his responsibility and staged his own
disappearance? Or, maybe he's dead and I don't know where
he's been buried?
Whilst Kamal was wandering in his thoughts, the
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door opened and a man walked in without knocking.
"Here you are darling. You're right on time." Mrs
Halim hugged him and planted a quick kiss on his cheek.
"Darling this is Mr and Mrs Bedwani," she said then
glanced at Kamal and Zahra. "This is my husband, Fred
Halim, the president of the Doers Group Incorporated."
Kamal and Zahra stood up. "Nice to meet you Mr
Halim."
"The pleasure is mine," he replied, then extended his
hand and casually greeted them.
Kamal returned the greeting pretending he was not
offended by Fred's poor social etiquette. "After such a long
wait, it's great meeting you. Your wife has talked a lot
about you, and I feel that I know you, even before I had
the chance of meeting you."
"Thank you Mr Bedwani. I'll take it as a
compliment," Fred responded and sank into his armchair.
"Darling," he called his wife. "I need a glass of wine
to relax me after that arduous meeting." Then he remarked
jokingly, "Make sure the wine is as old as you darling,"
and smiled cunningly. "I bet that Mr and Mrs Bedwani
will love to taste my exotic selection of red wine."
"Thank you sir," Kamal declined.
"Nonsense! You ought to have a drink. That won't
kill you; on the contrary, it relaxes you, and then he
added, "Tell me Mr Bedwani! When did you arrive?"
"Two weeks ago."
"You are still fresh. How do you like it so far?"
"Not very much sir."
"Let's drop the formality and please call me Fred," he
replied and then added, "This is a great country full of
opportunities. Why do you have that negative feeling?"
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"Well. The moment we arrived, we encountered
trouble, and we were unable to find a solution."
"Trouble? What sort of trouble? Tell me, perhaps I
can help. We're a well established organisation and have
good connections."
"Our sponsor failed to meet us on the wharf, and we
don't know what's happened to him."
"Don't worry mate! Your friend may be busy and
couldn’t come to meet you. I am sure that you'll soon see
him on your doorstep."
"It's not that easy sir. I went to his address, but
unfortunately the unit he was supposed to be living in
was unoccupied, and the agent is holding Ameer's
belongings until the due rent is paid in full."
"That's a serious matter. What's your friend's name? I
might've known him."
"Ameer, Ameer Sarrafin," Kamal replied.
"It doesn't ring a bell. Maybe he belongs to another
association. Do you know where he came from?"
"He's a Northlander; the same village that I come
from."
"Well! Well! What a small world. I come from
Southlander. I should've known you," Fred commented.
"Your face is familiar, but I can't trace it back to
anyone I know," Kamal answered.
"When I came here, I was eighteen years old, that's
twenty years ago. If you go back in memory twenty years
you might remember some instances where we've met,"
Fred replied. Then he remembered that Kamal was two
years his junior at Northlander Primary School, and
regretted asking.
"When you left, I was sixteen years old. That makes
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me two years younger, so I have to go back to the school
days. Which school did you go to?" Kamal asked.
"I forcibly attended Southlander Primary School, and
I hated every minute of it."
Fred, in fact, knew Kamal well from the early school
days in the Northlander Primary School even it was for a
very short time, but he didn't want to tell him that he had
attended the same school. Kamal might recognise him,
and if he did, it would be a disaster for his social status. It
was better to give Kamal a different account of the story,
and if he recognised him later, he could tell Kamal that he
might've been confused with someone else. That would
save him some embarrassment as he could do without
people knowing anything of his past. Imagine what they'd
think of him if they found out who he was. So, he decided
to change the subject and moved away to ask, "Anyway,
back to Ameer. What are you planning to do?"
"Mrs Halim told my wife that you can help us out,
and that's why she invited us."
"Give me his name and address, and I'll put your
request on the agenda of the next meeting. If the executive
committee considers your application sympathetically,
they will refer your request to the editor of our newsletter
for publication. Most likely one of our readers will
recognise him."
"When will you be meeting?" Kamal asked.
Fred reached to his diary, opened it up and leafed
through a few pages. "The next meeting is scheduled for
the thirtieth of November."
"That is six weeks away. Can't you do anything
before that?"
"I wish I could. We have on our plate more than we
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can chew."
"I know you're a busy man and doing your best, and
I am sure you understand our concerns and how anxious
we are to find our friend. If you can be of any help, we'll
appreciate it very much."
"Sure I will. It's my duty to help you, whenever I can.
Whatever you may need, please don't hesitate to call. I'm
here to serve people in need."
Kamal sensed that Fred was uncomfortable and was
trying to cut the visit short for some unknown reason, so
he decided to leave. He stood up and extended his hand to
Fred. "It's been a pleasure to have met you Mr Halim.
Unfortunately, we have to get going. It's getting late for an
early morning shift."
"Hang on a minute, you're not going anywhere!
We're going to have dinner," Fred appealed.
"It's getting late, maybe some other time," Kamal
replied.
"I'll drive you back home," Mrs Halim offered.
"It's all right. We'd rather walk; the weather is good
and it's only ten minutes away," Zahra responded.

As soon as they had walked out the door, Jacqueline eyed
her husband suspiciously.
"Why didn't you tell him that you and he went to the
Northlander Primary School? What will you tell him if he
finds out later?"
"You don't really want him to remember who I was.
What will you do if he goes around telling people the
president of your group is not an academic as he
pretended? He's the son of a goat herder? He is a lazy
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bugger who never liked school and preferred to be a
goats’ shepherd rather than a student. From now on, I
want you to curb your contact with them."
"Why do you worry dear? We have in our cleaning
business seventy-five workers, and if you count their
immediate and extended families, they'll be more than
enough to keep you as president for a long time to come."
"We can't take too big a risk and jeopardise our
reputation. Most of our community members believe I've
attended university. How can I explain myself to them if
they find out the truth?"
"You're right dear. The less they know the better for
us."
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Kamal was comfortable with his job at Green Groceries,
and the pay was good. Dave was a compassionate boss.
He allowed Kamal to do his grocery shopping at cost price
and sometimes he used to give him fruit and veggies on
the house. Sam had settled in well at school, made many
friends and the teachers liked him for his politeness and
good manners. He was a very clever student willing to
tackle any task.
Zahra had no other choice but to work with Mrs
Fares as stockist, but she kept in touch with Jacqueline
Halim, and rarely missed attending her home parties.
Jacqueline realised that Zahra didn't possess the
quality of salesmanship, but she found her to be a good
candidate to do home deliveries for her expensive
personal brand of Rene's Perfume of nine fragrances. She
tried to convince her to go for her driver's license and buy
a car on hire purchase to do the delivery round. "The
profit is extremely rewarding," Jacqueline said trying to
entice her.
"How much will I be paid for each delivery?" Zahra
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asked.
"As it stands now, we have an average of twenty
deliveries a week and were growing fast. This is our new
brand, and we're expecting it to make it big. This is an
excellent perfume, and we do have the monopoly over
this product."
Zahra asked again curiously, "How much will I be
getting?"
"These are expensive products. Every time you do a
delivery, you collect from the customer seventy-five
dollars cash. At a commission of ten per cent, you will be
earning seven dollars fifty cents for each delivery."
Zahra worked out her commission and wasn't
impressed. If she did twenty deliveries a week, that would
give her one hundred and fifty dollars. Making up for
petrol, repairs, insurance, registration fees and car
payments, she'd be left with little, while Jacqueline would
be getting close to one thousand three hundred dollars.
"I don't think the commission is enough. I'll have to
meet all the expenses and work on weekends. I believe I
should be getting at least twenty-five per cent."
Jacqueline didn't like Zahra's hard bargaining, but
she thought that since she was naïve, didn't ask many
questions about the products and was trustworthy,
especially since all payments were going to be in cash, she
decided to meet her half way. "I'll give you fifteen per cent
for the first three months. If you prove you're up to it, then
I'll consider raising your rate to twenty per cent."
"You see, Mrs Halim, since I have to meet the
payments on all my financial commitments, I believe it's
fair to ask for twenty per cent for the first two months.
Then you can assess the situation. If you are happy with
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my performance, you'll raise the percentage of my
commission to twenty-five per cent."
Jacqueline read the greed in Zahra's eyes, but
decided to give her a go, at least for the time being. It
looked like Zahra was interested only in money and
nothing would raise her suspicion about the products.
After all, she needed someone she could trust to do the
deliveries, and with a pat on Zahra's shoulder, she said.
"You can be a very shrewd businesswoman. I like the way
you drive a hard bargain. You know, I like you, and I'm
going to go your way."
"Thank you Mrs Halim. When do you want me to
start?"
"We don't have enough customers yet, but by the
time you get your driver's licence and take delivery of the
car, we'll have enough customers to boost your income to
a higher level. However, first I want to let you in on a little
secret, and I want you to promise that you'll keep it
between you and me and don't tell anyone else."
"I swear on my mother's grave. Your secret is safe
with me Mrs Halim."
"First, I don't want my husband to know. I'm doing
this business for myself because I don't want him to ask
for a large slice of the profits if we get divorced. Also, I
don't want you to tell anyone that you're working for me.
If word gets around, surely it'll come to the attention of
my husband, and that is the last thing I want."
"My lips are sealed, but why don't you want your
husband to know? He seems to be a very nice guy and
well respected in the community."
"Do you love your husband Zahra?" Jacqueline
asked.
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"I do care for him."
"Do you care for another person?"
"What do you mean?"
"Don't play it stupid! You know what I mean!"
"I'm afraid I don't."
"All right Zahra! Have it your way."
"Are you insinuating that I have a lover?" Zahra
questioned Jacqueline motives.
"Now you're talking turkey. Do you love another
person?"
"Heavens forbid! I care about my husband, and I
prefer to die rather than cheat on him."
Jacqueline laughed cunningly. "Have it your way,
but I'm not buying any shares from your morals basket."
"Don't tell me you cheat on your husband?" Zahra
asked contemptuously.
"I do, as a matter of fact, and after you've met my
husband, would you blame me for falling in love with
someone else?”
"Mr Halim seems to be a nice man and in love with
you. I don't think it is fair to cheat on him."
"Don't you see how fat and flabby my husband is?
His belly is so large that every time he does a wee he
misses the toilet bowl by one metre. He's a lousy lover and
more concerned about his wine than sex."
"That shouldn't give you an excuse."
"After you meet my partner, I'm sure you'll change
your mind. He's six feet tall, blond hair, muscled like a
stallion and sweet like honey. He's my lover and partner
in this business."
"Your husband doesn't know about him!"
"This is our little secret, and I'm hoping to keep it this
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way."
"You can trust me Mrs Halim. Your secret is safe
with me. I am in business to make extra money not to
publish a newspaper. I swear to that."
"I'm sure you will. In due time, I'm going to
introduce you to my partner. He's the company’s Public
Relations Officer. His duties are to promote the business,
take orders and package the products and pass them on to
you for delivery."
"Where am I going to pick up the goods?" Zahra
asked.
"This is how it works. In time, I'll give you Henry
Shapiro's telephone number. You'll give him a call on each
Friday at seven o'clock at night, and he'll tell you where to
meet. At the meeting place, he will pass to you the goods
and each package is going to be marked with the name
and the address of the customer and the time of delivery.
You must be on time at the delivery point. When you
knock on the door, the person who opens the door will
give you his name and hand you an envelope. Hand him
the package and go to your next delivery. When you finish
you take your commission and give the rest to Henry
Shapiro when you pick up your next order."
"Sounds easy."
"Sounds easy all right! However, I don't want anyone
to know that I'm having anything to do with the operation
of this company. My husband is extremely jealous. If he
discovered that I have a lover and I'm putting away some
money behind his back, we'll all wish we'd never been
born."
"I don't understand why all this secrecy? It's only a
50 ml bottle of perfume as you told me."
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"You're right if it was a normal perfume, but this is a
secret formula we discovered at high costs. It has to stay
secret until our attorney finishes the patent process. If
anyone discovers the secret of our formula before the
international patent becomes ours, we can end up in deep
shit and lose everything."
"I wish you no harm. What you do is your business,
and I'm not going to make a business out of your
business."
"If you do the right thing by me, you'll make a lot of
money and your life will change forever." Then she
stressed again, "Don't tell anyone. Cross your heart and
hope to die. No one should know our little secret."
"Sure. My lips are sealed and our little secret will go
with me to the grave," Zahra reassured her.
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"Good afternoon Mr Fares, it's good to see you," Marcella
greeted him.
"Good afternoon. It's good to see you Marcella. This
is Mr Bedwani, Kamal Bedwani, he's a friend of ours and a
newcomer."
"Nice to meet you, and how long have you been
here? Marcella asked.
"Seven weeks."
"Seven weeks, and you’re already having a brush
with the law?"
Kamal stood silently. He didn't understand what she
meant, but Dave came to his rescue.
"It's not what you think! It's a simple matter of a
missing person."
"I know that, but I'm trying to make a pass at him."
"Don't push your luck Marcella, he's married with a
beautiful wife. You’ll have to start fishing in different
waters."
"If you married once and got out of it in one piece,
you'd be stupid to try it again," she replied.
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"Thanks for the advice, I'll remember that," he said
then added, "We are here to see Mr Brown. Is he in yet?"
"There he is coming through the door with his
favourite cappuccino."
"How are you chaps?" greeted Mr Brown. He
glanced at Marcella and requested two more coffees, but
Kamal and Dave declined the offer. He then asked
Marcella to hold his calls, and put his hand behind Dave's
back and guided him and Kamal through the door and
into his office. "Come in gentlemen, have a seat please."
He put his cappuccino on the desk, then opened the folder
in front of him and began to leaf through it.
"I'm afraid I don't have good news for you today."
He fixed his gaze on Dave for a few seconds then angled
his head and stared at Kamal.
"Sorry mate, we can't trace the movements of your
friend. It's like looking for a needle in a haystack."
Dave was surprised to hear this negative response.
This prompted him to ask, "Did you check every lead we
had?"
"In fact, we don't have any definite leads, what we
have is scattered information. I have exhausted every
avenue, but unfortunately it is like walking in a blind
alley."
"What did you find out about the truck?" Kamal
asked.
"I have Andrew's report. He's a sharp private
investigator, and I trust that he did an extremely
professional job. I'll let you in on all the investigations as
reported. The truck was repossessed by the finance
company and sold to recuperate their losses."
"He owns the truck. How can they repossess it and
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sell it?" Kamal asked.
"Your friend forfeited the payments for four months.
The finance company searched for the truck and when
they found it, they repossessed it and auctioned it to
recuperate their losses. Their action is justified," Mr Brown
replied, then he turned a couple of pages. "The health
insurance records show that he visited the dentist seven
months ago but there were no other claims about medical
checks or hospitalisation. Andrew checked with the
dentist who confirmed his claim from the health
insurance. However, I'm going to instruct the Northern
Dental Clinic to supply us with a copy of his dental
records."
"Why do you need a copy of his dental records?"
Kamal asked.
"We need the dental records for positive
identification. Who knows, we may need it in the future?"
He fixed his gaze on Kamal. "We always expect the worst."
"What about the services bills?" Dave asked.
"The last payment on the Gas and Electricity was six
months ago. We don't know when the phone bill was
paid, but the disconnection notice was served to him four
months ago. The checks on his bank book show only one
entry of five hundred dollars and no withdrawals at all.
His credit card has a credit of two thousand dollars, but
has never been used since it was issued." He sipped the
last drop of his coffee, looked at Kamal then angled his
head towards Dave and threw his hands up in the air.
"He’s vanished from the face of the earth and left no
clues."
"Do you think Ameer staged his own disappearance
when he realised that we were coming soon, and he didn't
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have enough money to meet his moral obligation towards
us?" Kamal asked.
"You were not going to be a burden on him. If he
was in financial trouble and couldn't help you, the Social
Welfare System would not let you fall through the safety
net. You'd be looked after regardless of the circumstances,
so how do you come to this conclusion?" Mr Brown asked.
"Well, Mrs Halim told my wife that hundreds like
Ameer have staged their own disappearance when they
found out that they wouldn't be able to meet their moral
obligation."
Before Mr Brown had the chance to ask Kamal who
the hell Mrs Halim was, Dave was quick to respond.
"Don't believe that bogus arrogant. It's her husband's
responsibility to look after the newcomers and help them
through the first stages of settlement, but he never has."
"I still don't know who the hell Mrs Halim is?" Mr
Brown insisted.
"She's the president's wife," Kamal replied.
"What president?" he exclaimed.
"The president of the Doers Group Incorporated,"
Kamal replied cautiously.
"This is a low bloody blow to human beings. Don't
believe everything you hear mate. There is a lot of bullshit
going on around here," Dave snapped.
"Mrs Halim doesn't fit into our equation. I'm really
concerned about the welfare of your friend, and from the
advice I've received from Andrew, I don't see a light at the
end of the tunnel," Mr Brown stated.
"What's your assessment?" Dave asked.
"I'm afraid it’s not good! There could be a homicide."
"What do you mean by that?" Kamal asked.
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"I mean something bad could have happened to him.
We don't know for sure yet, but the prognosis isn't good.
I've listed your friend on the Missing Person’s list, and I
don't think I can do anything else for the time being. All
we can do now is to sit and wait," Mr Brown replied.
Kamal felt the floor sink underneath him. The first
thing that came to his mind was Ameer's mother wearing
black and wailing for the death of her son. This old
woman is living in the expectation of seeing her son again,
healthy, wealthy and full of joy. What should I do? Will I
write to her saying your son is in a good health, but he's
too busy to write to you, or probably it's better to say that
he has gone away pursuing new business? Eventually, the
truth will prevail, and she'd never forgive me for lying to
her.
Dave noticed the change on Kamal's face. He could
easily see the state of mind he was in and the immense
pressure he was being subjected to. Now, it was becoming
evident that Kamal couldn't think clearly and was not in a
position to offer any solution as the problem he was facing
was beyond his ability to handle. But Kamal managed to
regain his composure, raised his head, fixed his gaze on
Mr Brown and asked, "What's next?"
"I am willing to put forward a reward of one
thousand dollars for anyone who can give us some
information on his whereabouts," Dave offered.
"That's a good idea," responded Mr Brown
"I'll arrange the printing of five hundred pamphlets
with his photo and the reward, and have them posted on
every noticeboard at train, tram and bus stops," Dave
suggested.
"I'm with you, how about you Kamal?" Mr Brown
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asked.
Kamal was surprised to hear this proposition as it
had not been discussed with him before. He was confused
and in doubt as to its effectiveness. He focused on Mr
Brown's eyes long and hard in an attempt to read any sign
that could help him to choose his response so it would be
in line with Mr Brown's thinking.
Mr Brown read the state of confusion on Kamal's
face, and interpreted it as an attempt from Kamal to
receive any sign from him to plan his answer. He raised
his hands in the air gesticulating to him to make up his
own mind without outside influence. Kamal read his
gesture correctly, and thought it was safer to go along
with Dave's suggestion. He sighed heavily and with a
calm voice, he declared.
"Fine with me sir."
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"For heaven's sake stop measuring the width of the room.
You're making my head spin," Zahra complained.
"It's been one month since we announced the reward,
and every time someone comes forward with information,
it turns out to be a hoax. I think people are motivated by
greed, and they'll do anything to get their hands on the
reward. Ameer's nowhere to be seen and his mother must
be worried to death. I must do something about it now,"
Kamal contemplated.
"Nothing can be done. Let's wait for a few days,"
Zahra suggested.
"What's the use of waiting? We've exhausted every
available avenue, and we can't get a shred of information
as to his whereabouts. I think it is cruel and unfair to keep
Ameer's mother in suspense. She helped us to get where
we are now, and I think it’s not fair to keep her in the dark
for any longer."
"What do you propose to do?"
"I'm going to give her some hope."
"Don't tell me you're going to lie to her?"
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"As a matter of fact, I am."
"If Janette knew that you were lying to her, she will
never forgive you."
"We're in it together."
"Not on your life," Zahra snapped.
"You have no choice. I've already written the letter,"
Kamal responded calmly.
"I've told you. I'm not going to be part of it at all,"
Zahra retorted.
"Don't argue with me. We'll have to tow the line
together. We cannot put if off any longer. We do not know
how long we are going to wait before we know anything
about Ameer. We must write to her, and now is the time.
Here's the letter, you can read it. I'm posting it tomorrow."
Zahra realised that her husband was dead serious,
and there was no use trying to change his mind. She took
the envelope, opened it, retrieved the paper and read:
Dear Janette
I have a lot to tell you, but everything is
crammed in my head, and I don't know where to
start. We've missed you very much, especially Sam.
The journey was exhausting. It took us four
weeks to reach Australia because we had to sail
around the Cape of Good Hope. All our troubles – if
you call that troubles – were over the minute we saw
our dear friend Ameer waiting for us at the wharf.
He looked great, young, handsome and as usual full
of vitality. We hugged, kissed and cried tears of joy.
I cannot describe in words our mood when we
gathered in the evening sipping tea, and bringing to
mind our happy days in the village. It was a great
and unforgettable moment. However, the moment of
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happiness didn't last long enough. Ameer had to
travel interstate immediately after we arrived to
attend to some urgent business that he had
postponed for five days to be with us.
We'll keep writing to you, but in the meantime
don't write to Ameer's address. He has gone
interstate as I mentioned, and his business requires
him to keep on the move so it is hard to stay at one
address for long. Please address your correspondence
to our address, and we'll forward it to him, wherever
he may be.
Oh! I have forgotten to tell you that Sam
started school, and he's doing fine. Also, Zahra and I
have been offered a job each and started work almost
immediately. We miss you and your daughter Mary
very much, and we're looking ahead to the day when
we'll meet again.
Please write to this address:
Kamal Bedwani
36 The Avenue
Summerhill, Victoria, Australia
N.B: please pass the enclosed envelope to my
mum and dad
Lots of love,
Kamal, Zahra and Sam.

Zahra folded the letter, inserted it in the envelope and
handed it back to her husband. She paused for a moment,
then with a wavering tone she asked, "Did you think of
the consequences before you wrote this letter?"
"I did, but I don't have any other choices. Do you?"
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"Well! I don't really know, but wishful thinking
won't hurt. Give her hope; after all, hope is the only thing
that keeps us going."
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At the far corner of the Rainbow Club, under a dim red
light, Jeannine and Stephanie occupied a table for two.
They sat at ease listening to soft music and enjoying a
cocktail drink. The small dance floor was crowded with
partners of the same sex dancing and intimately bonding
together. The band played ‘let's not hide,’ a favourite of
Stephanie's. The music was soft and the tune was in
harmony with a slow tango. "Let's dance," said Stephanie.
"I'm tired. It was a long, hard day. I don't think I can
keep my balance."
"This is my favourite song. Please…"
Jeannine obliged Stephanie's request. Her feet were
wobbling, but she managed to keep her balance with the
help of Stephanie. As they reached the dance floor,
Stephanie wrapped her arms around Jeannine's back,
drew her in and held her tight. She made sure that her
head rested comfortably between Jeannine's breasts. They
swayed, moved and danced to a tune of their own.
As the band played another tune, Jeannine and
Stephanie returned to their table and asked the waitress
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for a menu.
"What would you like to order? Jeannine asked."
"Nothing fancy. Whatever you order, make it for
two."
"I'll be ordering rump steak, medium done with
mashed potatoes."
"I'll have the same, but make mine well done."
Jeannine folded the menu, put her left hand under
Stephanie's chin and raised it until she could see directly
into her eyes. She fixed her gaze for a few seconds then
with a soft tone she whispered."
"Tell me Stephanie, what were you saying about my
marriage to Dave?"
"I believe Dave married you for your money."
"Why didn’t you tell me before?"
"It was a rumour floating around for quite a while,
and I thought you were aware of it."
"Rumours are gossip, and if we want to take every
bit of gossip seriously, our lives would be a nightmare,"
Jeannine commented.
Stephanie did not feel like pushing the matter any
further at this stage. The suspicion will make its way
slowly into Jeannine's mind, and she will tell her at the
right occasion. Now she was eager to express her concerns
and jealousies.
"Dave is standing between us," she declared, "and I
can't wait forever you know. Time is not on our side.
You're forty-five years old and I'm going on fifty-one.
How long do you want me to wait, Jeannine?"
"I made it clear from the beginning that I can't
divorce my husband."
"Well! Why did you marry him in the first place?"
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"Dave was managing my business. I was lonely. I
needed a companion, a friend to socialise with or a
boyfriend that I can fall in love with, marry and raise a
family. Dave was handsome, very articulate and willing to
settle down. He was very popular among his community
and down to earth. He showed me that he cared and was
very emotional. I fell for him. I didn't know at that time if
it was love, lust or the need to get married to save myself
the embarrassment of being a spinster for the rest of my
life. However, when I married him, I discovered that I
couldn't get any sexual satisfaction and neither could he."
"I still don't understand why you married him?"
"At that time, I wasn't aware of my sexuality, and I
didn't know if I really was in love with him. However, he
was the first and the only one who offered me the chance
to end my spinster's life, and I welcomed this
opportunity."
"Okay. He's ten years your junior and handsome too.
He might have married you for your money, and he’s
waiting until your use-by date has expired. Then with
another girl he'll enjoy the fortune you will leave for him."
"Don't you think I know that he's flirting with other
girls? However, I have to be fair to him. If he can't get any
satisfaction from me, he's entitled to seek it somewhere
else."
"You're right, but does he know about your preferred
relationship?"
"I don't know, but I think he believes that I was born
with no sexual desire."
"What are you going to do about it?"
"Well, I didn't question your relationship with
Siham, because I know it’s not fair to stand between you
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and her, while I am still committed to Dave."
"You know that we were dating casually, so why do
you keep raising this issue?"
"You may call it jealousy," Jeannine replied shyly.
"You should know by now my feelings. Sever your
relationship with Dave, and I'll sever mine with Siham."
"I cannot do that, really I cannot. It is true that we
sleep in separate rooms and neither of us can satisfy the
sexual desire of the other – we have sex once in a blue
moon – but, I consider it to be one of my conjugal duties.
We both accepted the fact that we were different, but
decided to stay together in the eyes of society. I can't deny
that he is seeing other girls. That makes me very jealous
but, in the end, I must accept his choice because I am
dating you behind his back too."
"What about our relationship? For how long are we
going to keep it a secret?"
"You know that to be a spinster is a social taboo in
our society. I'm indebted to Dave and I'm not going to
divorce him. Not now Stephanie, please try to understand
me."
"Let's talk about my future Jeannine? Have you
considered how long I'm supposed to stay an undercover
lover?"
"You're quite aware that we can't marry. Same sex
marriage is still illegal and society is not ready to embrace
it yet. If we take any foolish action now, we would be the
scapegoats and martyrs of the cause. We'll live to regret
it."
"Are we going to keep dating secretly?"
"What people can't see and don't know, won't hurt
anyone."
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Stephanie opened her handbag, took out her hanky,
wiped her tears and mumbled in a sobbing voice. "If you
can't get what you want, accept what you can get."
Jeannine read the pain and the anguish in the
mistiness of Stephanie's eyes; she took her hand, held it
tenderly between her palms and spoke fondly.
"Please don't cry. Your tears break my heart. I want
to be with you and care for you. You are the only one I've
loved. Bear with me for a while and things will turn in our
favour."
"I don't doubt your feelings, neither your intention,
but the way it's going now, I don't think I have any hope."
"Don't think negatively. Look at the bright side. Life
is too short to worry and it is full of surprises. Let's make
the most of it while we can. I promise you that whatever
happens, I won't let you down," Jeannine asserted.
"I'm getting older by the day. Who's going to care
for me? And without any financial support, I'll be like a
sitting duck."
"Why worry about your financial affairs. I'm paying
you a good salary, taking care of all your bills, and last
year, I bought you a brand new car. What else do you
need?"
"If our affair remains secret and anything happens to
you, I don't think Dave will give a damn about me. Don't
you think so?" Stephanie asked.
"Don't give it a thought! I took care of everything the
way it should be. You're my trusted partner and as a
worthy partner you'll be treated well."
Jeannine locked her gaze on Stephanie's while
holding her hands, and with a glimmer of love, devotion
and hope radiating from her face, she whispered. "I feel a
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bit tired. Let's go to your unit and get sober before I drive
home."
The thought of ending the night in her unit and the
warmth of Jeannine's hands, sent a burning sensation
through her body at lightning speed. She couldn't resist
the temptation and her face blushed not from shyness, but
from expectation. She held tight to Jeannine's hand and
slowly stood up, wrapped her right arm around Jeannine's
waist, strolled outside, hailed a taxi and headed home.
Jeannine slumped on the sofa, raised her feet to the
footrest and began to hum her favourite song ‘let's not
hide’. Stephanie made two cups of coffee, gave one to
Jeannine and sat next to her on the couch. The television
went off and the red light dimmed. They cuddled like a
snake wrapped around the trunk of a tree, and hummed
together.
Let's not hide forever
and live in despair.
Let's love and be loved.
It is honest, just and fair.
They moaned and groaned until the flame of desire
went out. Jeannine stood up hastily. "Gosh! The time has
passed so quickly."
"Please, don't leave me," Stephanie begged. "I want
you to stay tonight. I feel lonely and drained emotionally."
Then she clung to Jeannine's hand begging, "I don't know
why you are scared to commit yourself?"
"I am not afraid, and you know how much I care.
Let's manage our affairs the best we can," Jeannine
suggested.
"You can't leave now Jeannine. Can't you see its three
o'clock in the morning? You've heard the weather forecast
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on the radio. The temperature has plummeted ten degrees
in less than an hour. The gusty wind has turned southerly,
followed by a ferocious thunderstorm, and we might have
more storms on the way."
"I'd better leave while I can."
"You're out of your mind Jeannine. It hasn't rained
for weeks. The roads will be extremely slippery. It's too
dangerous to drive home now, especially in your
condition. Ring Dave and tell him you're staying here
tonight."
"It's not fair to wake him up at this time. Dave loves
his bed. Don't worry about me, I'll be all right. This isn't
the first time I’ll drive in wet conditions."
"You’ve had a few drinks, and that may affect your
judgment. Please listen to me..."
"That was two hours ago. Trust me love, I feel fine,"
interrupted Jeannine, then opened the door and said
"cheerio." Before she closed the door behind her, Stephanie
prompted, "let's go to America and make a fresh start."
Jeannine responded with a smile. "Bad idea
Stephanie! However, maybe one day we may revert. Bad
ideas sometimes are worth trying." Then she waved
goodnight, shut the door and faded away into the
darkness of the night.

As she hit the road to get to her car, Jeannine felt the
shivers go through to her bones. The icy wind scoured her
face. She felt as if her blood had frozen in her veins and
wasn't reaching to her head. She became dizzy, unable to
walk straight. However, despite all her efforts, she
struggled to find her car key; and with her trembling
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hands, she made a great effort to find the door's keyhole.
What's the matter with me? I'll be all right the minute I get
inside the car and warm up. After a few attempts, she
managed to insert the key into the ignition, started the car
and drove off.

198

28
Dave woke up at the usual time, had a shower, and went
to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. He'd been doing this
since the day he and Jeannine had cut short their
honeymoon and started to sleep in separate rooms. This
had been his share of the house duties ever since.
"Come on darling, breakfast is ready," he barked. He
waited for a few seconds then yelled again, but didn't get
a response. The house was quiet and the only sound he
heard was the clattering of the tree branches swaying with
the northerly wind. He became concerned, walked slowly
to her bedroom and found the door ajar.
"Stop playing games Jeannine, we're going to be late
for work." He waited for an answer, but there was none.
He tiptoed to the door, pushed it open, and stepped
inside. The bed was made. He checked the lounge and the
family room. Jeannine hadn't come home last night! Dave
wondered what had happened to her. He recalled that she
was always careful to call him if she was going to be late,
and last night, she talked about going to see Stephanie.
Could she have slept there? No! There is no reason for that, and
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if she did want to spend the night there, she would've called me.
What if something has happened to her? Dave drew a blank.
He didn't know what to do. Would he ring Stephanie at
this early hour in the morning and ask her if Jeannine was
there? On the other hand, maybe she couldn't sleep, had
gotten up early, made the bed and went to the store.
Dave's hand reached for the receiver, lifted it up, dialled
the store number then held the receiver between his neck
and left shoulder while sipping his coffee. He waited until
the phone sounded Beep. Beep. Beep. He hung up. I'll
finish my breakfast first, and then I'll give Stephanie a ring. He
took a bite of his jam and butter sandwich, and before he
began to chew it, he was startled by a knock on the door.
Dave marvelled at who would be coming this early.
He swallowed hard and shouted, "Who's that?"
"This is the police."
Shit! What is the hell is going on? he thought to
himself. He jumped to his feet and opened the door while
taking another bite of his sandwich. He looked at the
officers and froze. He stopped chewing and found it hard
to swallow. The police did not wait for a greeting and
asked, "Are you Mr Dave Fares?"
"Yes… What can I do for you?"
"I am Senior Constable Geoffrey and this is
Constable Tamer. Your wife had an accident early this
morning and...
"Is she all right?" Dave interrupted.
"Well… unfortunately, it was a big accident. The
ambulance attended the scene and took her to Queen
Victoria Hospital. Her injuries were very serious. Nothing
they could do to help her. We want you to come to the
hospital immediately."
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Dave's mind froze for a few seconds unable to think
clearly. He didn't know what to do, and stood unmoved
fixing his eyes on the police officers.
"Mr Fares, we are here to take you to the hospital."
"I can drive."
"Mr Fares, you are not capable of driving while you
are under such stress. We think you should come with us."
Before Dave had the time to turn down the police
offer, he saw Michael approaching, and he was relieved.
"My friend can drive me."
Michael saw the police officers talking to Dave, and
anticipated some sort of trouble. He moved hurriedly.
"Good morning. What is wrong?" he asked.
"The officers informed me that Jeannine had an
accident. They are here to accompany me to the hospital."
Michael read trouble in Dave's pale face and wide
opened eyes. He was obviously disturbed and troubled.
He was staring in different directions without been able to
focus on one thing at a time. His shirt was unbuttoned and
his empty cup of coffee was wilted in his hand. “Button
up your shirt and get rid of your empty cup. I'll drive you
if it is alright with the officers."
"It is fine. Don't let him drive, and stay with him. He
might need your help. Go to the third floor, Ward ‘D' and
ask for Nurse Julian Ford. He'll be able to help you."
Dave figured out that the police was right, so he
moved to the passenger side. Michael got behind the
steering wheel, closed the door and started the motor.
"Where to mate?"
"Queen Victoria Hospital."
"Tell me Dave! What's happened?"
"You heard the police officers."
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“No I did not. You told me that Jeannine had an
accident. Is she all right?"
"How would I know?"
"Didn’t they tell you?"
"They said that she had had an accident, and she
couldn’t be helped.”
"Didn't you ask them how serious?"
"For heaven's sake stop asking questions Michael!
Concentrate on the road; we don't want to have another
accident."
"Don't worry Dave. I can drive on this road
blindfolded."
Dave was restless and wondering what had
happened to Jeannine. His concerns were obvious and
showing clearly on his face. He was confused and
bewildered by the news of his wife's accident, and could
not comprehend the meaning of ‘Nothing they could do to
help her.’ She'll be all right he thought, she's a strong
woman and a good fighter. She could have a few broken
bones and probably a few scratches here and there. A few
days in the hospital and she'll be as good as gold. Then an
idea crossed his mind. What would happen if her injuries
were not bad enough to cause death, but would render her
disabled? No that can't be! It is not in my favour. He tried
to put this thought out of his mind by occupying himself
with other things. Then he looked around. "There you are
Michael! There's a parking spot next to that blue fourwheel drive."
Michael manoeuvred the car and parked it between
the four-wheel drive and a delivery Ute with just enough
space to open the door and squeeze out.
As they entered the hospital foyer, they noticed the
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lift was still going up, reaching the fourth floor, fifth floor
and still climbing.
"I think it's faster if we take the stairs to the third
floor. Do you think you can make it Michael?" Dave asked.
"I'll give it a go," he replied and both bolted up the
stairs.
By the time they reached the third floor, they were
panting for air much like the Puffing Billy climbing the
Mount Dandenong Ranges. They walked hastily along
Ward ‘D' looking in every direction until Michael caught
with the corner of his left eye Nurses' Station – follow the
yellow line to the left. They walked a distance of about
twenty metres, and then as they turned right, they spotted
the Nurses’ Station sign. They rushed to the information
desk. "Damn it! They're never there when you need them,"
Michael uttered.
Dave angled his head to the right and saw a male
nurse walking towards the emergency exit. "Excuse me
sir," he yelled.
The nurse stopped and turned back.
"Can I help you sir."
"We're looking for Nurse Julian Ford."
"Sorry sir. I don't work on this floor."
"Please sir. My wife was involved in an accident. You
must be able to help me."
The nurse came back. "I'll see what I can do for you,"
he replied and walked inside the nurses' station to look at
the Call Board. The red light was flashing on room
number sixteen. "He's in room sixteen," he said. "Sit tight,
I'll get him for you." He hurriedly walked into room
sixteen, and walked out a few seconds later. "He won't be
long," he said and continued walking until he disappeared
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behind the door going downstairs.
Few seconds went by and Dave became irritated. He
started to walk back and forth in front of the nurses’'
station, "Where is he? I'm going to room sixteen..."
"Take it easy. It's only been a few seconds," Michael
interrupted.
Dave ignored Michael's comment and kept focusing
on room sixteen's door. "Damn it. What is he doing?"
As the nurse showed in the corridor, Dave rapidly
approached him. "I'm Dave Fares. Are you Nurse Julian
Ford?"
"Oh! Mr Fares. Please come with me," he said and
walked nonchalantly the short distance to the nurses'
station. He strolled around the front desk and reached for
a folder on the desk. He flicked through its pages then
raised his gaze to meet Dave's eyes.
"I'm afraid I don't have good news for you." He took
a deep breath. "Your wife had a terrible accident and there
was nothing we could do to help her." Then he leafed
through a couple more pages and continued. "The police
report stated that the accident happened on a straight
stretch of road. There were no brake marks. The car hit a
tree at full speed and split in half. She had no chance. I’m
sorry sir."
Dave comprehended now the meaning of ‘Nothing
they could do to help her.’ He tried to speak, but he felt
numb and couldn’t find the right words. His throat
became tight and he felt the urge to cry as he reached into
his pocket, retrieved a handkerchief and wiped his eyes.
Then he cleared his throat and asked, "Can I see her?"
"Sure! However, I want you to understand that it is
not a pleasant scene. The fire brigade had to cut the car
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into pieces before they could reach her. From the force of
impact, the police estimated the speed to be in excess of
eighty in a sixty zone. It appears that she did not use the
brakes, or the brakes were faulty." Then he flipped the file
closed. "Follow me please."
They followed the nurse through the corridor until
they reached room twenty-four. The nurse opened the
door and guided them inside. The room was about two
by three metres, large enough to fit a single bed and three
to four people standing. On the bed, there was what
seemed to be a body fully covered with a white sheet.
The nurse walked around to the bed head, held the white
sheet and lifted it slowly showing the head. Then he
slowly flipped it back as far as the waist. "Do you
recognise her sir?" he asked.
Dave stared at the body in horror. The head was
bandaged with white dressings stained with blood. The
dressings, which covered her head and were wrapped
around her ears and chin, revealed from the side of her
nose, a bulge of blood stained cotton that was used to fill
in the hollow in her left jaw. Looking down her shoulder
and chest, you could not tell if her right hand was still
there. The force of impact had moulded the body to the
shape of different parts of the car and it had become
unrecognisable. Dave took his icy gaze off his wife's body
and stared directly into Nurse Julian's eyes and with a
soft, steady unwavering tone, he confirmed. "Yes that's
Jeannine all right,"
"I'll leave you with her for a few minutes. When
you’re finished, come and see me at the office." He walked
out and closed the door behind him.
Michael didn't know what to say. This was the first
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time he had seen a corpse. His heart was pounding fast,
his eyes became foggy and he became light-headed. He
felt nauseous and held on to the rail of the bed. Dave
realised that Michael was fainting. He put his right arm
around Michael's waist, held him tight, and ushered him
outside. "There's nothing we can do for her now," he told
him and walked with him to the nurses’ station and asked
the nurse for a glass of water. "Sit down Michael and
drink this, you'll feel a bit better." He then glanced at the
nurse. "He's just a bit dizzy, he'll be all right."
Julian Ford sat behind the narrow desk. "I have the
worst job on earth," he said and gazed at Dave
sympathetically. "It's very painful to tell people that their
loved ones are not going to be with them anymore, but this
is life, and we're not going to change it no matter what."
"Thank you for your concern. Where do we go from
here?" Dave queried.
"Well! The autopsy is scheduled for this afternoon.
This is a normal procedure sir. We have to determine the
cause of death. We'll let you know the outcome as soon as
we have it." Then he put his hand on Dave's shoulder in a
sympathetic gesture. "I’m sorry sir! There's nothing you can
do now. Take your friend, go home and talk to a funeral
director of your choice. They'll help you. That's their job."
As Dave and Michael rose to their feet to leave,
Julian Ford extended his hand to Dave and offered his
condolences. Dave acknowledged him and walked outside
the office while still hanging on to Michael.

Michael regained his composure, recalled the past events
and wondered how robotic and emotionless the nurse was
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in informing Dave about the death of his wife. He also
noticed the icy look on Dave's face when he finally
realised that his wife was dead. Michael remembered
when he was a youth, how people used to grieve. Some
cried or screamed while slapping their faces and pulling
their hair. Women wore black and removed every sign of
make-up, and men didn't shave for forty days. Others
used to admonish God for taking their healthy son or
daughter and not the next-door neighbour's disabled son.
He was expecting Dave to show some signs of grief and
emotion, but to his surprise, Dave was more concerned
and worried about his wife's welfare before he was told of
her death. Now he seemed calm, composed, estranged,
unruffled and unspoken. Michael could not understand
the swing in Dave's mood, but he interpreted it as a
reaction to the sudden shock. A sign he could not
understand. He thought to himself, the nurse could be
excused for his icy approach. He must have seen so many
deaths before and learned to disassociate himself, keeping
his involvement to a professional level only. He could
understand that, but he could not understand Dave's
reaction. Who knows, maybe this is the way some people
would react to such a tragedy? Besides, Dave’s show of
emotion could not be taken as a norm. Some people accept
death as a fact – as his father used to say. "When someone is
born, his death becomes inevitable."
As they were walking to the lift, Michael focused on
Dave who was a few steps ahead of him, reflected on the
past events and whispered. "Why do bad things always
happen to the nicest people on earth?"
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Friday, the sixteenth of June at eight thirty in the
evening, Dave and Michael arrived at George Brown's
office for the reading of the will. "Good evening Nicky and
how are you today?" Dave greeted her.
"Glad to see you Mr Fares and thanks to you, I have
to work overtime," she remarked admonishingly.
"You should be grateful for the extra money," Dave
said cheerily," and then added, "Is George in yet?"
"He won't be long. Please take a seat."
Michael busied himself leafing leisurely through the
National Geographic magazine, while Dave was snooping
at the picture of Gough Whitlam on the front cover of the
Times magazine that exhibited a sub-heading “Ministry of
Two” p.4. He turned to page four and read with interest.
On 5 December 1972, Gough Whitlam became the first
Labor Prime Minister since 1949. He immediately put into
action Labor’s reform plan, known as ‘THE PROGRAM' which
was overseen by his first Ministry of Two. It was a unique miniministry where Whitlam and his deputy Lance Barnard were
sworn into all portfolios, holding thirteen portfolios each.
208

Station Pier

He interrupted his reading at the sound of steps
coming through the door and raised his head. He was
shocked to see Stephanie coming in. "Good evening," she
greeted them and took a seat in the far corner.
"Good evening Stephanie. What brings you here?"
Dave asked.
"Mr Brown asked me to attend the reading of
Jeannine's will."
Dave became suspicious and decided to find out
more about what her involvement was with the will.
"What have you got to do with my wife's will?"
Stephanie realised that George hadn't told Dave yet,
and that if she told him now, he might get abusive. It was
better to leave it to the solicitor to reveal the contents of
the will, and if Dave became agitated and abusive, the
solicitor would exercise his authority. She raised her gaze
to meet with Dave's eyes, fixed it for a few seconds and
shrugged, "Your guess is as good as mine."
Before Dave had the chance to quiz her further,
Nicky called out. "Mr Brown will see you now." She
walked around the reception desk, opened the office door
and guided them inside.
George moved around his desk and shook hands
with everyone. "Sorry to keep you waiting, please take
your seats."
As the three took their seats in front of George's
desk, Dave couldn't wait for the solicitor to address them,
so he opted to ask him first.
"Why did you ask Stephanie to come to the reading
of the will? Michael is a witness and I believe one witness
is good enough."
George did not respond to Dave's question right
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away, instead he reached out to the pile of folders on the
desk, picked up a brownish envelope and raised it in his
hand.
"Let's not jump to any conclusions. This is the will of
the late Jeannine Fares. Very shortly I'll reveal its content."
Then he grabbed an envelope opener, pushed the thin
edge under the flap, cut the edge with one quick move
and retrieved a paper. He unfolded it and said, "Let's find
out what her wishes are."
This is the last will and testament of me,
Jeannine Fares of 11 Sunshine Place, Summerhill. I
hereby state that:
I revoke all Wills and Testamentary
Dispositions at any time hereto before made by me.
I appoint Michael Zareef of Unit 2/16 The
Crescent, Winterhill to be the Executor and Trustee
of my Will.
I Give, Devise and Bequeath the residue of
my Estate real and personal of what nature and
tenure soever and whatsoever situate after payment
thereof of all my just debts, funeral and legacies and
testamentary expenses the whole of my estate shall
be divided as follows:
The Organic Green Fruits and Vegies, the
property at 11 Sunshine Place, Summerhill, the
three units at 27 Victoria Street, Long Beach and 36
The Avenue, Summerhill shall be my husband's
share. The Three Stars Handy Store and the
building attached to it including the three units at
the back of the building shall be the share of my
long-standing and loyal partner Stephanie TaylorSmith, except for the unit which is occupied now by
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Mr Michael Zareef. This unit shall be upon trust for
my good and loyal friend Michael Zareef. He will
live in it free of rent as long as he wishes to. At the
end of his occupancy or in the event of his death, the
unit shall be deemed a part of Stephanie TaylorSmith’s estate.
In the execution of the trust of this, my will, I
declare that my trustee shall have all the powers and
discretions that may be conferred on him by law.
In Witness Whereof, I have hereunto set my
signature and trusted this will to my solicitor Mr
George W. Brown for execution.
This is the will of the late Jeannine Fares
signed and witnessed.

Mr Brown paused for a few seconds while looking at each
of the beneficiaries.
"Being your solicitor and a witnessed party to this
last will of the late Jeannine Fares, I expect each one of you
to honour this will to the letter."
Michael was stunned by Jeannine’s generosity. He
thought. Sure, we were friends, but I wasn't expecting her
to appoint me her trustee and offer me free rent for the
rest of my life. He raised his head and fixed his gaze on
Dave's face, then turned around and examined Stephanie's
face. He interpreted the changes on both faces to be a sign
of the enormous difficulties he'd be facing in executing
this will.
Dave was not aware of the intimate relationship
between his wife and Stephanie – he had attributed it to a
simple friendship between the two – but now he realised
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that something more than friendship had been going on.
He remembered Siham's advice; Keep your eyes open
otherwise you'll lose everything. He became very annoyed,
and it showed on his face. The calmness and coolness of
his expressions suddenly changed to signs of hate and
vengeance. How could Jeannine do this to me? I worked
my arse off for her, and she rewarded me by allowing this
bitch to control almost half of what is supposed to be
mine. He fixed his gaze at Stephanie and then turned to
face Mr Brown.
"I'm going to contest this will."
"Being your solicitor, I'm going to give each of you a
copy of this will. I want you to go home, confer with your
trustee, and if you decide to go ahead with your challenge,
you'll have to appoint another attorney."
"You've been our attorney for donkey's years. Why
the change of heart now? Are you siding with Stephanie?"
Dave asked.
"No! I'm not taking a side. You know that if I do
represent you, it'll constitute a conflict of interest."
Dave did not seem pleased, but decided to let it go
and extended his hand to George. "Thank you for your
advice. I'll give it my utmost attention."
"Wait a minute Dave, we're all going together,"
Michael requested.
Stephanie followed suit, and as they walked to the
door, George called them.
"Before you go, I want you to remember that dead
people have never come back before to change their wills,
and they never will."
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Michael

tried to convince Dave and Stephanie to solve
their dispute without the need to challenge the validity of
the will. "It doesn't matter who is going to win the case,"
he stated. "Both of you will be the losers, and the real
winners are your solicitors."
"Jeannine and I have worked hard to build this
enterprise. I'm not going to allow one of our part-timers to
grab half of our hard-earned dollars."
"If Jeannine means anything to us, surely we must be
able to compromise," Michael replied.
"You want me to compromise my rights to please
Stephanie? I can't see any logic in this argument. You're
the trustee of the will, and it's obvious that you're siding
with her. I don't think Jeannine will approve your
proposition."
Dave's remarks didn't go down well with Michael.
"I'm not taking sides nor trying to deprive you of what
you're legally entitled to. Jeannine must have had a good
reason to nominate her beneficiaries the way she did, and
I'm trying to be fair. Therefore, don't accuse me of taking
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sides."
Stephanie realised that the tension between Michael
and Dave may escalate to a conflict. She held great respect
for Michael, and she didn't want him to be a stone
between two hammers.
"Don't blame Michael for your misfortune. All he's
trying to do is to solve this misunderstanding the best he
can."
"Do you call more than half a million dollars a
misunderstanding?" Dave fired back.
"The arena is between you and me. Keep Michael out
of it and let's reconcile in an amicable way. There's no
need to become bitter enemies. You've got what she
thought you deserve, and I've got what she thought I
ought to have."
"I totally disagree with your psychoanalysis
Stephanie! It's true you've worked hard, but you were well
rewarded and there's no justification for you being a major
beneficiary of Jeannine's will."
"What do you propose we do Dave?" she asked.
Dave thought that if he played his cards right, he’d
probably be able to fool her into some kind of submission.
"If we can't come to some sort of reasonable agreement,
I'm going to contest the will based on loss of enjoyment
and deprivation of parenthood."
Stephanie thought if he wanted it this way, let it be.
"Who are you trying to fool Dave?" she asked. "You were
never a husband or a lover to Jeannine. After your short
honeymoon – if you call two days a honeymoon – you and
Jeannine never shared a bed together."
"That is none of your business," he fired back. Did it
ever cross your mind that I am aware now of what was
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going on between the two of you?"
"I'm not going to take part in this inept argument. If
you want to sue be my guest, and with the help of your
ex-lover, I'll make sure that you'll lose the whole lot."
Dave became uncomfortable with Stephanie's calm
and systematic approach. The bitch may have something up
her sleeve, and I'm determined to find out before I make my next
move. "What ex-lover bullshit you're talking about?"
"Don't play dumb Dave. Your ignorance is not going
to help you. I'm sure you haven't forgotten Siham. Have
you?"
Dave's face turned pale. This dyke must have known
more than I thought. "We were dating for a while, but in
the end it didn't work out the way we intended it, so
what's the relevance here?"
"There was more to it than a simple love affair gone
sour. Let me refresh your memory Dave! When your late
wife was visiting the Northern Hill Clinic for treatment,
you were working for her. At the same time, you were
courting Siham – the clinic nurse – and when she knew
you were working for Jeannine, she told you that your
boss had an advanced cancer. It was predicted that she
didn't have much time to live, at the most one year.
"This is mere speculation! I don't recall that and for
your knowledge, I married Jeannine because I loved her."
"That is a crap and you know it. Would you call it a
mere speculation that after you were married, Siham
discovered that the Laboratory result was for Mrs D.
Frances and was placed wrongly in Mrs D. Fares' file? Tell
me Dave, what was your reaction when Siham told you
sorry Dave, Jeannine is not dying soon, any more!"
"This is Siham's vendetta against me and does
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nothing to support your allegations..."
"Stop this accusation and counter accusation. We're
complicating the issue with no gain to any of us. We've
been friends and let's keep it this way. Let’s stop accusing
each other and let's search for an acceptable solution,"
Michael interjected.
Stephanie took a deep breath. "I have nothing but
respect for you Michael. However, let's not hide our heads
in the sand. I have a statuary declaration signed by Siham
confirming what I've said. I don't want to use it against
Dave because Jeannine asked me not to vindicate him,
unless I had to. Dave had all the motives to kill his wife,
and by her death, he has a lot to gain."
"Are you implying that I've killed my wife?"
"No! I am not, but the judge and the jury will
seriously consider the police report and the evidence
presented by the prosecutor. You don't need to be a smart
attorney to foresee the jury's verdict."
"This is a bloody low blow Stephanie! I didn't think
you'd go that low to gain financial benefits you didn't
deserve."
Stephanie thought that she had given Dave enough
rope to hang himself, and a warning he should not ignore.
He should have known by now that if he tried to be smart
with her, it will cost him dearly, so she leapt to her feet.
"I should be going gentlemen. Thank you for your
time." She reached the door then turned back. "You stick
to your guns Dave, and I'll stick to mine. However, I
promise you, I will not fire the first shot. I'll leave it to
you. You decide."
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It

was Friday night. The gusty southerly caused the
temperature to plummet to eleven degrees, and the brisk
cold snap chilled to the bones. It was raining heavily when
Michael's cab pulled up in front of 36 The Avenue,
Summerhill. Kamal climbed out of the cab. "Wait here
until I get you an umbrella," he said and ran inside.
Michael didn't take any notice and lifted a lever beside his
seat and the cab's boot opened. He hopped out, carried
one box and walked undeterred by the rain.
"I've told you to wait. You're going to catch the flu,"
Kamal yelled at Michael.
"Don't worry, I am not going to catch the flu.
Consider me having a shower," Michael yelled back.
Kamal ran back to the cab, carried a box, and
followed Michael. They went inside, and then they rushed
out again and returned carrying two more boxes.
Zahra was surprised to see the cardboard boxes.
Kamal didn't tell her about buying anything new. "You
should've left them in the car until it stops raining; you're
soaked to the skin."
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Kamal wouldn't budge. He was determined to go
through those cardboard boxes once more with a fine
toothed comb.
Zahra noticed that her husband was behaving a little
strange lately, and every time she tried to raise an issue,
he’d block her request, in one way or another. Now he
was occupied with those boxes for no obvious reason.
What could it be in them?
"You're going to catch a cold. Leave them and dry
up," Zahra pleaded with them.
Kamal pretended he didn't hear her and continued
unpacking. Zahra grabbed Kamal in one hand and
Michael in the other and made them sit next to the heater.
"What's inside these boxes can wait!" she said. "You
either dry up or these boxes will finish outside in the rain.
I am going to make you a hot drink and don't move until I
come back."
A few minutes later, as Zahra walked back into the
lounge with a pot of tea, she sensed that the atmosphere
was tense. She thought it would be better for everyone to
invigorate the atmosphere with some light humour. She
looked at Michael and winked.
"If you both promise to behave, I'll let you have some
of my best chocolate and nut cake."
"For a piece of your cake, I'll promise to be a good
boy," Michael replied jokingly.
"Come on mate. Let's enjoy the cuppa and we'll
worry about the boxes later," Michael chipped in again.
Zahra was eager to know what was inside the boxes,
but was reluctant to ask her husband directly, and looked
at Michael for an answer.
Michael understood Zahra's motive. She was trying
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to get an answer from him rather than from her husband.
He didn't want to be involved and decided to leave it to
Kamal. "I don't want to spoil the surprise. I'll leave it to
your husband."
Kamal understood Michael's gesture and decided to
tell his wife, but he didn't know where to start since he
didn't discuss with her his intention of gaining possession
of Ameer's belongings.
"I should've discussed it with you first," he said, "but
the decision was spontaneous and I didn't have the time to
talk it over with you. I've paid the real estate agent the
outstanding rent which was due on Ameer's unit and I
claimed back his belongings."
"Why did you do that for?" Zahra asked.
"It's been three months since we delivered the
pamphlets. People were motivated by greed and all the
sightings turned out to be a hoax. I have a feeling these
boxes could provide us with some sort of a hint as to
Ameer’s whereabouts. We are going to go over it with a
fine toothed comb." He leapt to his feet and emptied the
first box on the floor.
"Let's go through everything. Any information, no
matter how trivial, may shed some light. Let's not miss a
thing."
Michael and Kamal sat on the floor opposite each
other and started going through everything twice."
Zahra declined. "I'm going to prepare something to
eat, maybe roast beef and potatoes with a hot pumpkin
soup will warm you up." She got up and went to the
kitchen. Sam switched the TV off. "Let me help you dad."
"No! You don't know what we're looking for. You
better go and finish your homework."
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"Ask mum! I finished it all. Please dad let me help."
"Okay. You can gather all the stuff that we have
checked and put it back in the box."
Kamal checked all the boxes thoroughly but to no
avail. He could've staged his own disappearance as alleged by
Mrs Halim. No! Ameer wouldn't do that. He went out of his
way to sponsor us, and I don't think he staged his own
disappearance. As this idea crossed Kamal's mind, he totally
rejected it.
Andrew came back with his investigation report
drawing a blank. There was nothing they could've done.
No lead to follow as every available avenue had been
exhausted. Ameer had disappeared. He had vanished
from the face of the earth! Kamal felt broken-hearted. A
lump was stuck in his throat choking him, and he felt the
urge to scream. He walked towards the bathroom trying
to hide the single tear that rolled down his cheek. "Let's
wash our hands and get something to eat," he finally
admitted defeat.
Michael noticed Kamal's anxiety and put his hand on
his shoulder. "This isn't the end of the world mate. It may
take some time, but we'll find him." Hell! It's like looking for
a needle in a haystack. He thought to himself.
"It's nice to be optimistic, but the result speaks for
itself. I'm afraid something bad has happened to him. I
know he would never run away."
"Hey! Dad, look what I found!" Sam leapt to his feet,
ran to his father, and handed him a piece of paper with a
name and a set of numbers scribbled on it.
Kamal looked at the paper – Virginia Karinya
followed by numbers. He forgot about washing his hands.
He turned back to the lounge and headed towards the
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phone.
"Come on Michael let's talk to this person. This may
be the lead we're looking for." Then he stopped short of
lifting the receiver to dial the number. "Please Michael,
you ring this number, you can handle the situation better
than me."
Michael followed, took the paper, looked at it briefly
and then gazed at Kamal "This is an interstate number. It's
a Queensland number."
"I don't care if it’s interstate or inter-celestial, here's
the receiver, dial the number. We're going to talk to this
person right now."
Michael hesitantly dialled the number and held the
receiver to his ear with his left hand. Beep… Beep…
Beep…
"It's busy, I'll try again later."
"Please try again now."
"OK," he said and punched the redial button only to
hear the same tone Beep… Beep… Beep... "The line is
busy. I'll wait a few minutes, then I’ll try again," Michael
suggested.
Zahra called out. "Your food is going to get cold."
She served the pumpkin soup first. Michael took the first
spoonful. "Um! Bless your hands. It's tasty and delicious.
It's mouth-watering, thick, creamy soup."
Zahra noticed her husband was eating fast as if he
hadn't eaten for weeks. However, Sam was taking his
time, enjoying his favourite pumpkin soup. She stood up
and served the roast beef and potatoes. Michael declined
the roast. "Can I please have another bowl of pumpkin
soup instead?"
"Sure! How about you Sam?"
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"Thanks mum! I had enough."
Kamal finished his meal and sat uneasy looking in
every direction without having a fix on anything. Michael
understood Kamal's intent and decided to oblige his
friend, so he cut his dinner short too. "This soup is
delicious. I loved it so much that I asked for an encore, but
the serve is too big, and I hope I won't be offending you if
I don't finish it all."
Zahra sensed that Michael was sympathising with
her husband and had cut his dinner short to please him.
"It's quite all right Michael. Come again tomorrow
and make sure you've got plenty of time for some more
soup." Zahra replied.
Kamal stood abruptly. "Come on Michael. Let's try
again."
Michael lifted the receiver, redialled and waited. The
phone was ringing and before the seventh ring, he heard a
click and a voice "hello!"
"Hello! May I speak to Miss Virginia Karinya?"
"This is Virginia speaking. Who's this?"
"My name is Zareef, Michael Zareef. I'm a friend of
Ameer Sarrafin."
"How did you get my number? I don't know you do
I?"
"No! Actually, we've never met. I'm sorry to bother
you. Please give me a few minutes of your time, and I'll
explain the whole story. You may be able to help us."
"How can I help you?" she asked politely.
"Have you ever met a man by the name of Ameer
Sarrafin?"
"Let me see if I can fit a face to the name… Oh! Yes I
have. We were sort of friends let's say."
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This is a good start Michael thought then added.
"Well! I'll cut the story short. Ameer sponsored his friends
to come to Australia, but failed to meet them at the wharf.
I took them to his last known address, but the unit was
vacant and the real estate agent has no idea where Ameer
is. We even went to the trouble of putting up a reward of
one thousand dollars to anyone who can give us
information about him, but to no avail. We're worried that
something terrible has happened to him. Today as we
were searching his belongings, we found your phone
number. If you can help us in any way, please do."
"I'm terribly sorry. I wish I could help you."
"Anything you remember no matter how small, it
could help us find him," Michael begged.
"I do feel sorry for you and I do understand how you
feel right now. Believe me, I do, but I haven't seen Ameer
since last year and he hasn’t spoken to me on the phone
since."
"When did you meet him?"
"Last year I was teaching English at the Adult
Education Centre in Melbourne, and Ameer was one of
the students in my class. Since he was in the business of
furniture removal, I asked him if he would do a little job
for me and he happily obliged, but refused to be
renumerated. Ameer was lagging a bit in his English, so I
thought to repay him for the job he did for me by giving
him a few extra lessons. When I had to come back to
resume my work in Brisbane, he asked for my telephone
number, but he never rang me. I've tried to contact him
but couldn't connect. Seemed there was something wrong
at his end."
"Did you meet any of his friends?"
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"No. He was having some sort of a lonely life. I never
met any of his friends or relatives." Then she added, "I
truly want to help. I liked this guy very much. He was
honest, sweet and good-hearted. I'm coming to Melbourne
next week. If you would like to give me your contact
number, I'll be happy to help you find your friend."
"You're a great help. I can't wait to meet you." He
gave her the phone number saying, "When you get
through ask for ‘Fox 28'. You can get me twenty-four
hours a day, seven days a week."
"What do you do for living Michael?"
"Driving a cab."
"That's nice. You can show me around."
"You can bet on that."
"Okay. I'll be seeing you soon. Bye for now and good
luck."
Michael hung up the phone and started to dance like
a Red Indian performing a Fire Dance and humming
"good news… we have a positive sighting and your
worries will be over soon."
"For heaven's sake Michael, stop singing and tell us
what's going on," Kamal shouted.
"You heard it all. This is the first positive sighting
and next week isn't too far away."
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"I'm glad you've listened to me and didn't work for Mrs.
Halim," Kamal said triumphantly.
"I did listen to you, but I didn't agree not to work for
Mrs Halim. I'm only waiting to save enough deposit to
buy a car," Zahra replied.
Apparently, she doesn't know about Mrs Halim yet,
he thought. I'm going to play it cool to see how much she
is going to disclose. "You did assure me that you would
never work for her. How come you changed your mind?"
"I didn't change my mind. I was hoping that when
you see the financial benefits, you would change yours.
Can't you see how much money can be made by working
a few hours part-time? We have to earn quick bucks and
return home as soon as possible." He must be very naïve to
expect me to work for the rest of my life as a stockist. "You must
know by now that the money we're earning hardly lasts
until the end of the week, and if any is left over you're
paying it on instalments on the furniture and solicitor's
fees."
"I'm not objecting to that fact. Sure we came here to
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earn enough money to secure our future, but it has to be
done in an honest and legitimate way."
"Stop lecturing me about morality and honesty.
Money is money no matter how you've earned it," she said
bluntly.
Kamal stared at his wife as he was considering the
deceitfulness and the duplicitous approach that his wife
was using to achieve her goals. Now he knew that his wife
was bluffing when she accepted not to work for this shifty
woman. I don't know what's happened to her. Maybe she has
changed since we arrived here, or I've trusted her previously so
much that I couldn't see the true side of her. He grabbed the
newspaper, slapped it onto the table. "Read it and thank
God you didn't work for her."
"I'm not interested in wasting my time reading
newspapers. That is your hobby. Enjoy reading it." Then,
as she turned around to go to the kitchen, she thought to
herself, Stupid bugger, he wanted me to slave for him for the
rest of my life. I'm going to do it my own way. "I'm going to
have a shower. I'll have a look at it later," Zahra
responded.
"I don't think it can wait. I'll read it to you, but you'd
better sit down. The news isn't very pleasant. You might
faint and I don't want you to fall and break your neck,"
Kamal said gloatingly.
"It can wait until I finish my shower."
"I've told you it can't. Sit down, take a deep breath
and be ready to hear the news about your trusted friend
Mrs Halim. Maybe you'll like to pay her a visit in jail."
Son of a bitch, what is he on about now?’ She returned
and slammed onto the sofa opposite him. "Tell me! What
are you trying to prove?"
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I’d love to see the look on her face when she sees the picture
of Mrs Halim handcuffed. "I remember well the day we
visited Mrs Halim,” he said. “I immediately sensed that
this woman was obsessed by money, and she'd do
anything to get it no matter what the consequences, and
today I have the proof right here in my hand."
"Stop playing on my nerves. Spill the beans and let
me have my shower."
Kamal grabbed the newspaper and raised it in front
of his face to a height that he could see the expression on
his wife's face when he'd read to her the headline. "Police
seized a large quantity of magic mushrooms and cannabis
worth over one million dollars."
"Police are seizing drugs every day. What is so
unusual about that bust?" she exclaimed.
"Sit tight and listen until I come to the part which is
of interest to you." Then he continued.
Police acted on a tip from an inside informer and raided a
farm in the northwestern suburbs and seized a large quantity of
mushrooms and cannabis with a street valued over one million
dollars. They also found measuring and elaborate packaging
equipment for weighing and packaging the drugs in boxes
disguised as Rene's Perfume.
He paused for a few seconds, and then continued.
One man and four women were arrested following the
seizure of the drugs. Now is the time to drop the bombshell.
Police believe that Mrs Halim, the wife of Fred Halim, president
of the Doers Group Incorporated and her accomplice Mr Henry
Shapiro are behind the elaborate scheme. He stopped reading
and glanced briefly at his wife. She was unmoved, her face
was pale and her lips were twitching, then he lowered his
gaze and continued.
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They were all charged with one count of possessing a
trafficable quantity of prohibited drugs and another count of
possessing a large sum of cash with the intention that it would
later become an instrument of crime. They were refused bail and
remanded in custody to reappear in the Central Court on
February 22.
"I don't believe a word you've read. Mrs Halim is a
reputable lady, and I believe she's running a legitimate
business."
"The police disagree with you darling, and so do I,
and if you listen to what's coming next you'll change your
mind about Mrs Halim." Then he continued reading.
"Police discovered that Mrs Halim and her accomplice
have devised an elaborate scam to distribute the drugs.
They've registered a company called Poly Phase
Marketing to promote Rene's Perfume of nine fragrances.
They've used this company to deliver drugs through their
sales representatives during House Parties, which were
held regularly in Mrs Halim's house. The sales
representatives are, in fact, drug mules who deliver the
drugs to street pushers in boxes marked Rene's Perfume
for sale in pubs and nightclubs." Kamal turned the paper
towards her and flashed Mrs Halim’s photo. "If you don't
believe a word I've read, then you may believe the photo,
after all a picture is worth a thousand words. This is her
picture isn't it? It's on the front page of every newspaper."
Then he slapped the newspaper on the table. "Have a
good look at it."
Zahra gazed at the picture out of the corner of her
eye. She noticed the photo of her accomplice Henry
Shapiro and remembered how she had described him to
her. She was right. He looks sexy, handsome, well built
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and exactly as she said – sturdy like a stallion. She gazed
at her husband with tear-blurred eyes and thought, I
must've been the luckiest woman on earth. If I rushed and
worked for her, I would've been handcuffed with her. My shoes
are getting bigger than my feet and I should from this day
forward be less ambitious and more realistic, otherwise I might
finish up in a hell of a lot of trouble. My husband was right. I
shouldn't take a step before I make sure it is on a solid ground.
She felt the waves of defeat travelling through her body
with an immense speed that rendered her response to
these unexpected events hard to find. In a way, she was
disappointed, and in the other, she was relieved. After a
few seconds of uncertainty, she leapt to her feet and
walked to the bathroom to wash off the residue of the past
before some of the dirt would stick to her.
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Holding

a piece of paper with VIRGINIA KARINYA
written on it, Michael was standing next to the
information desk at Tullamarine Airport awaiting her
approach. Passengers started to gather around the
baggage carousel waiting for their luggage to come
through. Michael was a good birdwatcher, and he made
sure to raise the paper in front of every girl as soon as she
picked up her luggage and made her way out of the area.
He became apprehensive as the last piece of luggage was
removed from the carousel. However, he decided to wait
another ten minutes. If she didn't show up, he'd go to the
information counter and ask them to page her.
In the meantime, Michael was scanning the arrival
lounge with an eagle eye when he noticed a gorgeous
woman five foot eight tall, with curly, rusty blond hair
down to her shoulders, light brown eyes, straight nose
and sexy full lips, coming out of the Custom's door and
gracefully approaching him. "You must be Mr Zareef?"
she said as she read her name on the paper. "I'm sorry to
keep you waiting. I'm Virginia Karinya," and she extended
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her hand."
Michael shook her hand and forgot to release his
grip. "It's worth waiting for the most beautiful girl in the
world," he complimented her with a friendly smile.
"Aren't you going to flick the automatic release
switch?" she beamed.
Michael realised that he was still holding her hand
firmly. "Sorry! My mind was distracted by your warmth
and striking beauty." Then he released his grip.
"Where are we going from here?" she asked.
"Well! If you don't have any other commitment, we'll
go straight to meet Mr and Mrs Bedwani."
"No I don't, but I'll have to be in my hotel room
before nine o'clock."
"That's fine." He offered to carry her bag, but she
politely declined the offer. "The days when a man was
obliged to carry a lady's bag have gone. Now women are
more independent and happy to be less reliant on a man's
help; after all it's not heavy."
Michael remained at ease; he opened the back door
of his taxi and stood aside. Virginia thought that she had
offended him with her comment, and in response to that,
he opened the back door. She threw her bag on the back
seat and closed the door.
"It's more comfortable for me to sit next to you
Michael." She opened the front door and slid into the front
seat. "It's safer to sit next to you, because you don't have to
keep your eyes on the rear-vision mirror."
Michael beamed at her as he switched the ignition on
and drove on the highway towards the city fringe not
knowing how to strike-up a conversation. However
Virginia was quick to notice and asked, "How long have
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you been here Michael?"
"Ten years."
"How long have you been driving a taxi?"
"Ten years less three months."
"You're kidding," she replied.
"I'm dead serious. I came here with unwanted
qualifications, and I had to walk through the first open
door."
"What did you do back home?"
"Teaching."
"What?"
"Humanities."
"Why don't you teach here? I think we have a
shortage of teachers."
"You know how the system works. To work as a
teacher, you have to be a registered teacher and to do that
you have to have your qualifications assessed and
accepted. Then you have to do some sort of methodology
course and all that takes time and money and I had
neither of these. Therefore, I grasped the first available
opportunity and here I am driving a taxi, probably for the
rest of my life."
"The methodology course is a six months intensive
course. Some leaders in your community or your sponsor
could have helped you."
"Our community leaders don't believe in helping
people to improve their learning to pursue a professional
career. They believe in hard work and a good income. My
sponsor, who happened to have four taxi licences,
encouraged me to become a taxi driver."
"Are you still working for him?"
"I don’t have other choices."
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"Can you see yourself driving a cab for the rest of
your life?" she asked in a pitying tone.
"I'm thirty-two years of age, and I believe I'm too old
to go back to school and too honest to run a business. I
believe if you can't get what you want, accept what you
can get."
"This is the norm for people who have no aspiration
in life. I can see you're a clever man, and you should do
better than driving a cab."
"What can I do? At the beginning, I felt indebted to
my sponsor as he hinted on many occasions that I should
return the favour by driving for him. At that time – as, it is
at the present – there was no one you can turn to for help
or support. Now my age is also a barrier, so what would
you expect me to do?"
"Firstly, you have to submit your qualifications for
assessment. Secondly, you have to apply to do the
methodology course and thirdly get a teaching position."
"You're asking me to do the impossible."
"You have to do what you're good at, and it seems to
me, you would be a damn good teacher. I'm not going
back to Queensland before I see to it."
"Thanks, but if you want to stay here until I get a
teaching position, you'd better move into Melbourne."
"We'll see to that when ..."
"Here we are," Michael interrupted, then turned into
the driveway and killed the engine.
As soon as the taxi stopped, Kamal walked out and
rushed towards the car. He opened the door and held it
open, and then extended his hand in a motion to help her
get out of the car. "I am Kamal. Sorry to have troubled you."
She shook his hand warmly and introduced herself.
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Kamal was eager to talk to Virginia and find out how
she could help. He ushered her hastily inside the house and
introduced her to his wife. "This is my wife Zahra," he said
and then glanced at Virginia. "This is Ms Virginia Karinya."
Virginia raised her hands in a welcoming sign and
hugged Zahra while tapping on her shoulder. "I'm
honoured to meet you."
Zahra responded in kind. "Consider yourself at
home. I'm very happy to meet you and I appreciate your
concern. I'm very sorry if we’ve caused you any trouble."
Virginia admired Kamal and Zahra for their good
standard of English, and highly praised them. "Your
English is excellent, and that'll help you to settle in much
easier."
Ameer advised us to learn English while we were
waiting for our visas. We purchased a ‘Teach yourself
English Course’ and studied at home. However, we still
have an exceptionally distinctive accent, yet, as soon as we
settle down, we will do our best to take care of that,"
Zahra explained modestly.
"It is not wrong to speak with an accent. On the
contrary, it is pleasurable and distinguishable. What
makes you 'YOU', is being 'You', and if you try to change
'YOU' to be like others, then you are not 'YOU' anymore."
Zahra blushed and gestured to Virginia. "Please take
a seat, and I'll get you a drink. What would you like?"
"I'll have whatever you're having."
Michael cut in. "We're dying for a cup of tea and a
piece of the carrot cake," then he glanced at Virginia. "Mrs
Bedwani is a specialist in homemade cakes,” he said
reverting to the traditional respect of referring to Kamal’s
wife by her married, family name.
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"I'm sure she is. My mum used to bake traditional
homemade cakes too," replied Virginia.
"Michael has a sweet tooth. He thrives on sweets and
cakes, even though he has put on a few extra kilos,"
replied Zahra as she put the kettle on.
Kamal wanted to go straight into the subject and ask
her what she knew about Ameer, but Zahra and Michael
seemed to be extending the formalities longer than he
anticipated. He wanted to cut in and ask her without any
unnecessary introduction; after all, that's what she was
there for.
"Thanks for responding to our request," Kamal said.
"We do appreciate it very much, and any information you
may have that could help us find..."
"Let Miss Virginia have a rest first. We'll talk about
Ameer later," Zahra cut in.
"Please call me Virginia and feel free to ask whatever
comes to your mind. I'm here to help, and I'm not leaving
until you find what you're looking for."
Kamal fixed his gaze at Virginia who was sitting on
the sofa opposite him.
"I believe Michael explained to you on the phone the
reason that we got in touch with you. Our sponsor –
Ameer – didn't turn up to meet us as he’d promised, but
we were very lucky that Michael, along with Mr and Mrs
Fares, rallied to help us settle down and get a job. To
them, we are very grateful, and with their help, we have
explored every possible avenue in our endeavour to
search for Ameer, but unfortunately all our efforts have
been in vain. No one in our community knows anything
about him, and now you're our only hope."
"How come Ameer sponsored you? Were you
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related in any way?" Virginia asked.
"He was our next door neighbour. We have known
each other since we were little kids. He had the
opportunity to come here first. We pleaded with his
mother to ask him to sponsor us and he obliged.
"Did you register him as a missing person?
"We did, but so far no result."
"Ameer used to drive a removal truck, did you check
with the Motor Registration Branch?" Virginia asked.
"As far as we know, the truck was repossessed by the
finance company and sold to recuperate their money,"
Michael replied.
Zahra brought in the tea and the cake on a tray and
served Virginia first. "If you don't like the cake don't be
embarrassed, you don't have to eat it." Then she gave
Michael and Kamal their plates, and as she was about to
sit down, Sam burst in. "Where's my cake mum?"
"Come and say hello to Aunty Virginia first," Zahra
instructed him reverting to her custom of children calling
all older females, Taunt – Aunty.
Sam was not expecting to see a stranger and he was
taken by surprise. He approached Virginia with his head
down. "Hello Aunty Virginia," he said and extended his
hand.
"Hi Sam, how are you?"
"I am very well, thank you," Sam replied with a voice
barely audible beyond him.
Those interruptions irritated Kamal whose main
concern was to talk to Virginia, so he cut in. "Go and
change your clothes first, and then come and eat your
cake." Then he directed his question to Virginia. "Could
you please tell us what do you know about Ameer?"
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"Well! Nothing much and I can't add anything to
what I've told Michael on the phone. I'm really concerned
about his welfare as much as you are, so I’ll do my utmost
to find him. This is my promise to you."
"We've done every foreseeable thing and we’ve come
to a dead end. Where do you think you can help?" Kamal
asked.
"I think you're extremely lucky. Next week is
Missing Person's Week. We must be able to well publicise
his disappearance to get a positive response from the
public."
We've already listed him as a missing person, but we
got nothing in return," Kamal replied impatiently.
"I'm not talking about the usual missing person’s list.
I'm going to try to use the media to publicise his
disappearance. This way we'll have much better
exposure," Virginia assured them.
"What do you mean by that?" Kamal asked.
"I want you and your wife to be ready and have with
you a good, clear photo of your friend. I'm going to call on
you in the next couple of days. I want you to look your
best because you will be on the front page of all the major
newspapers in the country, on the news of every
television station and on everyone’s radio talk back show.
Mark my words, we'll find him together."
Zahra thought. Whom does she think she is to have the
power to do all that? I think she's trying to treat us as fools.
However, let's play our cards safely; after all we have nothing to
lose and a lot to gain.
"How are you going to do all that? We're not rich
and famous, and we don't think the media will be
interested in our little..."
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Kamal interrupted, as he feared that his wife's
comment might be taken as an insult to Virginia, and that
was not going to be in their favour. Virginia was their only
hope, and they had to deal with her politely. After all, no
one could tell how much modest people could accomplish
if they wanted to. "Don't worry about the details," he said
to his wife politely. "Miss Virginia is capable of organising
all that. Go and prepare something for us to eat. Miss
Virginia must be hungry after her long flight."
"I'm on a very tight schedule. I'd rather leave early to
go to my hotel. I need to rest and have a good sleep.
Tomorrow is a very big day," Virginia replied.
"It's still five thirty. You eat with us and I promise
you'll be in your hotel room by nine o'clock," Michael
proposed.

Zahra did an extremely good job. The table was ready in a
flash. She glanced at Virginia with a shy smile on the
corners of her lips. "I hope you like my cooking."
Virginia studied the various dishes with a critical
eye, which made Zahra feel uncomfortable. "Yummy! It's
been years since I've had homemade cooking. My mum
used to cook these delicious dishes on special occasions. I
remember how she used to set the table with plates of
tabbouli, hummus, stuffed vine leaves, kebab and
babaghanouge precisely the way you have set it. Thank
you Mrs Bedwani you shouldn't have gone to all this
trouble."
"No trouble at all." I think she's inventing this mum's
cooking story just to make me feel comfortable, but she can't be
familiar with these dishes if she hadn't eaten them before. Why
238

Station Pier

don't I find out? "How come your mother used to cook
Lebanese food?" Zahra asked.
"Well! My grandmother was born in Australia to
Lebanese parents and married to a man from Wales, and
my mother married an Aboriginal, and here I am the
result of mixed marriages."
"Yeah! It's the cultural melting pot syndrome, and
the product of three great cultures. You can be classified
as a cultural encyclopaedia you know!" Michael stated.
"Thank you Michael. With a bit of practice, you could
be a good footy commentator."
Zahra hopped to her feet. "I'm going to serve my
favourite sweet; manna and honey dew, the sweet that
God gave to the Israelites during their crossing of the
desert. I'll give you this recipe for your mother to try. I'll
bet she'll thank you for it."
"My mum and dad died ten years ago. My two
brothers and sister are married, and I couldn't boil an egg,
but I'll promise you that whenever I come to Melbourne,
I'll call on you."
"Do you often come to Melbourne?"
"Depends on my work. Two or three times a year."
Zahra thought. This is a good opportunity to ask
about her work without being snoopy. "Sorry to ask. What
do you do for work?"
"I'm the co-editor of the Brisbane Courier."
Ahh ...! So she's a big shot. Maybe she meant what she
said about us being on the front page of most major newspapers,
Zahra thought to herself, and then posed the question.
"And what do you intend to do in Melbourne?"
"I'm attending the National Conference on
censorship and freedom of the press."
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"Silly of me. I'm busy talking and forgot to ask you if
you wanted more manna and coffee," Zahra apologised.
"It was very delicious. Thank you Mrs Bedwani."
"Don't mention it. It is a pleasure to have met you,"
Zahra responded as she rose to her feet and begun
clearing dishes from the table, while Kamal was listening
with interest to Michael and Virginia discussing how the
media could sensationalise the missing person's
circumstances so that it would have the greatest effect on
the public.
Virginia’s systematic handling of the case fascinated
Kamal and he was encouraged by her politeness and
willingness to help. He asked, "We've never had any
experience with the media before, and we are concerned
about how we're going to respond to their questions."
"Do not worry about it for now. I will brief you in
time," Virginia assured Kamal as she noticed the wall
clock approaching twenty to nine.
"I'd love to stay longer and talk about the media," she
said, "but unfortunately, I have to leave right now." She
stood up and thanked Kamal and Zahra for their
hospitality, then turned to Michael and asked him. "Will
you be so kind as to drop me off at the hotel?"
"With pleasure."
As Virginia got into the taxi, she waved to Kamal
and his wife saying, "I'll be seeing you soon to talk about
your friend and brief you about the media."

On their way to the hotel, Michael briefed Virginia on how
he met Kamal and his wife when they were stranded on
the wharf, and how much help they got from Dave and his
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wife. He also briefed her about the solicitor's and the
private investigator's work. Virginia was concerned and
encouraged him to stay with them until they see their case
through. She asked him about the family's expectations in
life, as well as how well they were handling the
disappearance of their friend.
Virginia was pleased with the way Michael and his
friends had handled the problem so far and asked him to
keep her up-to-date with the progress. She told him, "It is
better if you and Sam can be in the picture with Kamal
and his wife, because the more you look like a concerned
family, the more influence you'll have on the public and
the response will be enormous."
"I'll do whatever you think is right."
"I know you will, because you’ve made Ameer's
disappearance your priority. I want you to know that
Ameer is also my priority. Since I couldn't contact him, I
was disappointed and I thought badly of him. Now I feel
guilty and I'm determined to find the bugger no matter
what it takes."
As Michael pulled up in front of the hotel, Virginia
took her time checking her diary.
"Tomorrow I'm free between six thirty and nine
o'clock. I would like you to meet me for dinner at the hotel
restaurant and bring all your schooling records because I
have a friend and I want him to have a look at them. It's
important. If you can't make it tell me now."
"I'll be there!" he said.
"I'll be waiting!" she replied, as she opened the taxi's
door and walked through the hotel’s revolving door.
Michael waved back at her and went off thinking. "I
wonder what she has up her sleeve."
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in front of the mirror, Michael was turning
sideways then backwards wondering, I don't feel
comfortable in this stupid suit. I've always loved casual clothes,
and I haven't worn a suit for as long as I can remember. He
had a quick look at the tie and realised that it was
misshaped. He tried to adjust the knot, but it turned out to
be worse than before, then he remembered the readymade knotted tie with elastic and a clip. He checked it out
in the mirror. It seemed fine. Who's going to pull it down
anyway? However, if Virginia decided to straighten it out
as most girls do to their boyfriend’s ties, it would be a
fashion disaster – then I’d tell her that this is my good luck
tie. My mother gave it to me, and I promised her to wear it
on my first date with a girl. It's a ‘good luck’ charm.
Michael was happy with this explanation. He sprayed
himself with Drakkar Noir aftershave, picked up the
brown envelope and walked to his cab anticipating many
surprises.
At the hotel car park, Michael managed to find a
parking bay at the side of the hotel away from the main
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door. It could give a funny impression for a taxi driver to
park his cab in front of the main entrance and then walk to
the hotel restaurant dressed like a mannequin. He didn't
want to start on the wrong foot. People's first impressions
were usually influenced by the way you dress not by the
way you speak. Before going through the revolving door,
Michael checked his tie and buttoned up his double
breasted, pinstriped English jacket. He walked through
the hotel lounge to the restaurant at the far corner by the
reception desk. As he entered the restaurant, he was
approached by a waitress.
"Can I help you sir?" she said.
"I am with Miss Karinya. Virginia Karinya," he
replied hesitantly.
"Sure sir. Come this way please," and she walked
beside him. As soon as he caught a glimpse of Virginia, he
put his hand in his pocket, took out a five-dollar note, and
put it in the waitress' hand. "Thank you very much. I can
see her over there."
The waitress smiled at him. "Thank you sir. Have an
enjoyable evening."
Virginia caught sight of him coming towards her.
Gosh he's irresistible! she thought. The adrenalin raced to
her head and her irises dilated wider giving her a
sensuous and desirous appeal.
"I'm glad you came," she smiled and extended her
hand.
Michael touched her palm with the tip of his fingers,
and raised it gently while lowering his head until the back
of her hand became an inch away from his lips. The
warmth of his breath sent a shiver through her body that
could've knocked her off her feet. She wanted to pull her
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hand away from him but didn't have the strength to do it.
She wished he'd hurry up and get it over and done with.
Instead, he fixed his glance at her eyes for a long moment.
"How can I resist an invitation from the most beautiful girl
in the world?" he said and then slowly lowered his head
and planted his lips softly and he affectionately on the
back of her hand.
Virginia blushed and her pulse raced. She thought
she had better sit down before he noticed. "You look very
handsome tonight," she commented shyly. "I'm glad you
came, please sit down."
Michael moved the chair back and sat opposite her
with his hands crossed on the table. He fixed his eyes on
Virginia, and she gazed back in calmness and neither of
them bothered to start a meaningful conversation. They
seemed happy just observing each other. Michael was
anxious to know the exact reason for this meeting, but he
was lost for words. Will he start the conversation or wait
for her to start it? He thought he’d kick-start the
conversation with something neutral and entertaining. "It
was beautiful weather today. Apparently, you came to
Melbourne and brought your own Queensland weather
with you."
Virginia was quick to notice his line. "It's cheaper to
bring your own weather to Melbourne than to bring your
own wardrobe."
They laughed, while they gazed at each other
steadfastly. Their hands involuntarily found their way
together, and touched intimately. The warmth of her
touch and the smell of her perfume caused Michael to
blush, and it was clearly showing on his face. Virginia
noticed and slowly released her grip. Michael withdrew
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his hand and kept his gaze fused on hers and both
engaged in a state of reticence neither had ever
experienced before. Their state of silence was interrupted
when the waitress asked, "What would you like to drink
Miss Karinya?"
"I'll have a beer please."
"How about you sir, what would you like?"
"I'll have scotch on the rocks please."
Virginia noticed the brown envelope protruding
about an inch out of his jacket pocket.
"Can I have a look at your schooling reports while
we're waiting for Eddy? He'll be here in half an hour."
Michael was curious about Virginia's invitation to
dinner and of her motive, and why would she involve
somebody else in his affairs. However, he decided not to
ask and to wait for the right moment. He took the
envelope and handed it to Virginia. "There are two
documents in English and the rest are in French. If you
need help, I can translate."
While Virginia was going through his papers, she
stopped at the French reports. "I can read and write
French, but I have no experience in verbal
communication." Then she continued reading through the
rest of the documents shaking her head every now and
then.
"You're a smart boy," she commented. "You have
excellent reports and you're wasting your time driving
cabs in the streets of Melbourne. It’s amazing – you have a
Baccalaureate deuxième partie in English Literature,
completed an Arts Degree with honours in the research
field of Humanity and one years’ experience as a lecturer
in Human Resources, and you're happy to drive a cab for
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the rest of your life?"
"If I don't do this job, someone else will. There's
nothing wrong if I put in an honest day’s work for an
honest day’s pay. I'm thirty-two years old, and I don't
think I've been left with many choices."
"There's nothing to be ashamed of being a cabby, but I
believe it's a waste of your skills, and if you do what
you're qualified to do, your contribution to society will be
much more than if you do any odd job."
"I agree with you, but I didn't have the financial
freedom, neither the support, nor the encouragement. My
sponsor was a taxi operator. He supported me financially
while I was learning to drive a taxi. I felt I was obliged to
return his favour by driving for him. Therefore, tell me
how could I have had the opportunity to pursue my career
in teaching?"
Virginia
understood
Michael's
feelings
of
gratefulness towards his sponsor. It was a good and
honourable social conduct, and she respected that. She
held his hand between her palms and gazed into his eyes.
"You've more than paid your dues to your sponsor, and
you're not too old to learn. Stick with me mate and I'll
show you the way."

Eddy, who was taking direction from the waitress,
surprised Virginia while she was still holding Michael's
hand. "Hello Virginia," he greeted her casually as if he did
not notice their intimate stance, and extended his hand.
"It's good to see you again."
"It's good to see you too Eddy," she shook his hand.
"Eddy, this is Michael. Michael Zareef, the friend I've told
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you about." Then she turned to Michael. "This is my friend
and colleague Eddy. Eddy Bultarro."
Michael stood up and firmly shook Eddy's hand.
"Pleased to meet you Mr Bultarro."
"The pleasure is mine Mr Zareef," he responded and
shook Michael's hand with the same firmness.
"Let's drop the formalities; first names will do fine."
Virginia ascertained, and then added. "Eddy is a book
reviewer and a senior lecturer at the Faculty of Fine Arts.
I've known him for years. He's like a brother to me and
has never declined doing me a favour."
"I'm at your service. You ask and it shall be done,"
Eddy replied.
"What would you like to drink sir?" the waitress
asked.
"I'll have a beer please."
"Would you prefer a bottle or a jug?"
"Jug will be fine. Thank you."
Before the waitress had the time to pick up the drink
menu, Virginia asked for the food menu. "I'd like to order
now. I'll have to be off by nine o'clock."
Eddy scanned Michael with a critical eye in an
instant – from his black curly hair to the bottom of his
black shiny shoes. He concluded he was handsome, very
confident, well dressed, well spoken and well mannered,
and probably well educated, as she had mentioned. "Well!
Since you're in a hurry, let's have a look at Michael's
credentials and see what we can do for him."
Virginia handed him the brown envelope. "Have a
look. You'll be surprised."
Eddy checked the documents thoroughly, and every
time he turned a page, he bit his lower lip and shook his
247

George A. Salib

head forward and backward until he reached the last
document.
"These documents are going to unlock the door to a
better future. Your marks in English Literature are
excellent, and your experience as a lecturer in Human
Resources, added to the Arts Degree in the research field
of Humanity. Congratulations, it's a great achievement."
Michael understood now the reason behind Eddy's
invitation, and became self-conscious, but managed to
hide his emotions and with a smile, he replied humbly.
"Thank you very much; I'll consider it as a compliment."
"I'm not complimenting you Michael. This is a fact,
and your educational records are a great credit in any
man's language..."
"What chance has he got in getting a decent job?"
Virginia interrupted.
"When I'm hungry I can't think as clearly you know.
Let's eat first, and when I’ve had enough I'll put my search
engine in full gear, and I'm sure something will come up,"
Eddy remarked jokingly.
The meal passed quickly with little conversation
except the normal everyday talking about the weather and
the argument about who was going to win this week’s
football game between Hawthorn and Carlton. Michael
was a Hawthorn supporter while Eddy supported
Collingwood and was making fun of Hawthorn. Virginia
kept out of the debate since Collingwood was not
mentioned.
"What were you saying about your search engine?"
Virginia asked.
"Oh! Well, I’m glad you reminded me before the cake
and coffee." He wiped his hands with the serviette and
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reached for his diary, skimmed few pages and bingo Mr
Amarco, CEO of Space Telecommunications." Robert
asked me last week to read his manuscript and give him
an assessment."
"Do you mean ‘the’ Robert Amarco?" Virginia asked.
"That's the one, do you know him?"
"Little devil, he's a writer now."
"This is his first book. Who knows, it may turn out to
be a bestseller? However, how come you know him?"
"We met in Saudi Arabia at a Trade Fair two years
ago. I was covering it for the Associated Press, and he was
exhibiting telecommunications equipment and software
trying to impress the Gulf States to give him sole agency
for the whole of the Middle East region. I heard lately that
he has succeeded in securing a contract with the Emirates
and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to supply them with
equipment and services for ten years. I believe this is a
multimillion dollar contract."
"This is why I've mentioned him. His company is
desperate to engage the services of a Human Resources
Manager who's fluent in English and familiar with Middle
Eastern dialects. I believe our friend Michael is the man
for the job." Then he looked at Michael. "What do you
think mate?"
"Well! Umm, I'm not so sure that I can meet the
criteria for this job?"
"Nonsense, your qualifications put you in the bracket
of being overqualified for this position," Eddy replied.
"What's the next move?" Virginia asked.
"I'll be meeting with Robert tomorrow afternoon to
talk about his book. I'll ask him to post you the job
application form with the terms and conditions of
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employment. If you have the time you can go over it, and
if satisfied, fill-in the forms and post them back."
"If he's really interested to hire the services of a
skilled and professional Human Resources Manager, then
advise him to send the forms by express courier to my
hotel."
"You're very adamant my dear Virginia. I'll make
sure, he does."
"Thank you Eddy, I know I can rely on you."
Eddy extended his hand. "Thank you for the
beautiful evening."
Virginia shook his hand. "It's always a pleasure to
see you Eddy and thank you for your help."
"Don't mention it," he replied then turned to face
Michael. "Good luck mate and see you around." He shook
his hand and said goodbye to Virginia, then waved back
to them as he walked out of the restaurant.
Virginia gazed at Michael with an encouraging
smile. "I'd love to stay longer, but I have to rush."
"Can I give you a lift to wherever you're going?"
"Thank you Michael, the meeting is upstairs in the
hotel conference room," and she slipped her hand under
his arm and held tight to him. "You can walk me to the
stairs."
As they reached the bottom of the stairs, she pulled
away her hand and faced him.
"Just in case I can't see your friends soon, please tell
them that the media will come to interview them early
next week. I'll do my best to come and see them one day
before, so I can prepare them for the media's questions.
Tell them not to worry, we'll find him." Then with a quick
glance, she scrutinised his facial expression and fixed on
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his eyes. Gosh he’s irresistible; if I look longer into these honey
brown eyes I won't be able to... no don't say it. "You'll hear
from me as soon as possible. Goodnight Michael and good
luck." Then she planted a quick kiss on his cheek and ran
upstairs.
Michael strolled out through the revolving door of
the hotel lounge, and paced the distance to his car
pondering. Why am I allowing her to take control of my life?
In addition, how did I lose the will or the power to resist her
charm. He opened the door of his cab and sat behind the
steering wheel. He removed his tie and turned the ignition
switch on. I'm not going to drive tonight. He reversed the
car out of the parking bay and drove home wondering
what her next move would be.
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Every major newspaper in Melbourne had Ameer's photo
as a front-page insert, and a write up about the Bedwani
family’s plight since their sponsor has vanished without a
trace. It urged readers to be vigilant and report any
possible sighting to any police station. While the Sunday
night news bulletin gave Ameer's story good exposure,
the photo of Kamal and his wife Zahra, and their son Sam
with Michael, was also an insert. The newsreader urged
viewers to be vigilant. He stressed that Ameer's
disappearance has had a traumatic effect on Kamal's
family in Australia and Ameer's family abroad.
It had been two weeks since the media coverage of
Ameer's story. Kamal was sitting in the lounge discussing
with Michael the possible outcome. He seemed troubled
and worried, as he had no way of knowing if there was
any response from the public. Any sighting would be
brought to Virginia's attention first because she was
liaising between the press and his family.
"I'm not optimistic. It's been two weeks and nothing
has come up yet. What do you think Michael?" Kamal
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asked.
"I'm concerned as much as you are, but it's too early
to jump to conclusions."
Kamal didn't take Michael's response on board and
decided to push the issue further hoping to get a better
answer. He wanted to know soon, so he could consider his
next move. "There isn't going to be a repeat story in the
newspapers or on television and people tend to forget. If
we don't get any response in the first couple of weeks, our
chance of finding him will be very slim."
"There's nothing we can do except sit and wait. Let's
hope that this campaign will bring us some good news,
because if this fails to produce results, then nothing else
will." Michael ascertained.
"Why don't you ring Virginia and see if she has any
news for us?"
"Why are you in a hurry? If Virginia had any news,
she would've contacted us already. Relax and calm down.
Soon someone will recognise him."
"I have to know by tonight, because I want to
consider my next move, so I won't be wasting any more
precious time?"
"What do you have in mind Kamal?" Michael asked
sceptically.
"If this campaign doesn't produce any positive
sighting of Ameer, I'm going to consult with a ghost
fortune teller."
"You're out of your mind," Michael replied.
"I've never been so sure before. Here they call them
psychics or mediums, and their records of finding missing
persons or finding dead bodies in the bush in many cases
were well documented, and I'm convinced that they'll be
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able to help us find Ameer more than anyone else."
"Look! Let's wait. It's still four o'clock in the
afternoon, and Virginia can't get out of the conference
before nine. I can't ring her in the middle of the..."
Before Michael had the time to finish his sentence,
Zahra strolled through the door in high spirits.
Kamal was surprised to see his wife had left work
early. "How come you're early today?" he hurriedly asked.
"This afternoon was unusually quiet, and as we were
having a tea break, a lady customer walked in, picked up
a loaf of bread and came to the cashier to pay for it. When
she saw us drinking tea, she smiled and offered to read
our cups free of charge as an introductory offer."
"Since it's the first time I heard of a fortune teller
reading a cup of tea, I agreed hesitantly. To my surprise,
she told me several true things about myself, and
amazingly, she said you're worried about a friend. Even
so, within a short time, two hours, two days, or maybe
two weeks, you'll get news about him. For that reason, Mr
Fares let me leave early so I won't miss out the news just
in case someone recognised him."
"You're not serious are you?" Michael asked.
"I tried not to believe her in my mind, but my heart
tells me a different story."
"What's going on Zahra? You're consulting a
clairvoyant and your husband is considering consulting a
fortune teller."
"What's wrong with that Michael? Have you
forgotten that your parents and grandparents relied
heavily on the services of soothsayers and fortune tellers
to find missing people or solve crimes or find a bride for a
long awaited bachelor?
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"No I didn't forget, but I don't believe in them. I
think they're all sorcerers trying to make a living out of
desperate people."
"I respect your opinion Michael, but we're desperate
people. I've discussed this matter with my husband, and
I've agreed with him to seek the services of a clairvoyant
or psychic. This is our last resort, and we will not leave a
stone unturned until we find him."
"I don't believe in them, but you're free to use their
services if you think it's going to produce positive results.
However, be vigilant as I've heard stories about the devils
getting out of control and strangling the necromancer and
his clienteles," Michael replied jokily.
"Just in case we don't get any results from the press,
we took the initiative to book an appointment at six thirty
tomorrow afternoon to consult with a renowned psychic
with a proven record," Zahra confirmed.
"This world is full of surprises and there's no harm in
trying, but let's see how accurate the fortune teller is
before we decide on the next course of action," Michael
appealed cautiously."
Zahra had worked it all out and agreed with her
husband to do it the old-fashioned way. She succumbed to
the fact the clairvoyant and psychic were their last thread
of hope in finding Ameer. Zahra was determined to go all
the way, no matter what anyone said. She looked at
Michael intently and asked eagerly. "What's new
Michael?"
"Nothing, why are you asking?"
"I thought you might have heard something after all
that media extravaganza."
"No! Not yet, but I suppose we should be hearing
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from Virginia soon."
"How soon?" Zahra asked impatiently.
"I think as soon as she concludes her meeting with
the conference coordinator to organise her paper to be
printed before the conference."
"What paper are you talking about?" Zahra asked
impatiently.
"For heaven's sake, keep your nose out of people's
affairs," Kamal snapped.
"Don't listen to him Michael, go ahead and tell me.
My husband doesn't want me to outshine him."
"When you deliver a speech at a conference, the
organising committee will print copies of your speech,
either to sell or give away at the door. That's what’s called
a paper."
Zahra stared at her husband triumphantly. "See! If
you don't ask, you'll never learn."
Kamal was uncomfortable hearing his wife gloating
about it. He pretended to be untouched and addressed her
with a commanding tone.
"It's getting late; don't you want to pick up Sam?"
"No. Charlie's mother rang me at the shop and asked
me if it’s all right for Sam to play with Charlie a bit longer.
She'll drop him home as soon as they're finished."
Michael rose to his feet. "I'll be going”.
"You're not going to drive anymore tonight are you?"
Kamal asked.
"Well! I have to earn some money for the boss
otherwise he'll give me the boot."
"You're not going to drive cabs any more. You're
going to be an important manager."
"What makes you so sure Zahra? This is one dream
256

Station Pier

that may never come true."
"Don't you think I've noticed the way she stares at
you? Virginia had you in her sights and she's going to do
everything in her power to get you a respectable job."
"I am a cabby and I'm happy with that."
"I saw how you two looked at each other. I can sense
the chemistry is..."
"Well! She's a beautiful girl and a man can't help
recognising that," Michael interrupted.
"A woman doesn't like to marry a man whose skills
are inferior to hers. She's going to get you this position so
that when she marries you, she doesn't have to feel the
pain every time she introduces you to her friends as a
cabby," Zahra concluded.
"I don't think it'll come to that. We've just met and
who knows, maybe she already has someone in sight."
"Well! Mark my words Michael and..."
Zahra chose not to finish her comments as the phone
rang.
"Pick up the phone Michael. I bet you this is Virginia
calling," Zahra said sarcastically.
Michael reached for the phone and lifted the
receiver. "Hello?"
"Hello, this is Virginia."
"Hi Virginia, how are you?"
Zahra and Kamal jumped up and stood close to
Michael hoping to hear part of the conversation. Michael
understood their good intention and put the receiver away
from his ear, so they could at least hear the good news if
there was any.
"Well Michael! I have good and bad news. However,
since I can't see you tonight, and the information is very
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important, I decided to ring you during the tea break."
Michael was not sure what to expect and chewed
over some possibilities, and after a moment’s silence, he
responded. "Well! Do not leave me in suspense any
longer. I am listening."
"I've received a fax from Space Telecommunications.
I'll read it to you. I'm pleased to inform you that your
application for the position of manager was primarily accepted.
Please telephone the underwriter to arrange for an interview for
further discussion. Signed, Robert Amarco."
Zahra couldn't wait and whispered, "I told you so."
Michael heard Zahra's comment, but chose to ignore
it and continued his conversation with Virginia. "I do
appreciate it very much, but I don't know how to thank
you."
"Don't mention it. I arranged a time for your
interview with Robert at ten o’clock tonight at my hotel.
Ask at the reception. They will direct you to his office. It is
very important to conduct the interview by tonight, since
Mr Amarco is flying overseas early tomorrow morning. It
is short notice, but Mr Amarco has to make a decision
tonight to take the offer with him. Do your best, however
if you can’t make it tell me.”
"It’s fine with me. I will be there.”
“I know you will pass with flying colours. Good luck
and I’ll see you tomorrow. Make sure you tell Kamal and
Zahra. They will be very happy for you."
Now what's the other news?" Michael asked.
"Several alleged sightings were reported, but all
turned out to be false except one. It was a call from
someone held in the detention centre. He claimed that a
man was held with him for more than three months. He
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had no identification and nothing on him to specify who
he is, and he chooses to exercise his right to remain silent.
I believe he could be the one we're looking for."
"I hope so. How are we going to find out?"
"Meet me at the hotel tomorrow morning at nine."
"I'll be there.”
"Say hello to Kamal and Zahra and don't forget
Sam," and before he said "Yes, I will" the line went dead.
"You've heard it all. There's a good chance that we'll
find him at last," Michael ascertained.
"Congratulations on your new job," Kamal extended
his hand to congratulate him.
Michael didn't know how to react to Kamal's well
wishes and thanked him with a shy smile then added. "I'll
have to get going, have a good night, and I'll keep you
posted."
"Look at him, he's blushing now. I told you to mark
my words didn't I?" Zahra said humourously.
As he was about to shut the door behind him,
Michael glanced back at Zahra. "I'll remember that."

Michael drove his cab aimlessly. He couldn't come to a
decision, whether to go home and sleep it off, or work a
few more hours. Despite his excitement, the possibility of
him having a management position worried him. It's true,
I held a position in teaching and administration before,
but this is nothing in comparison with a job managing a
big company here and abroad. Then he reflected on
Eddy's comments, these documents are going to unlock the
door for a better future.
Michael was in deep thought questioning the day's
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events and speculating. What am I going to lose? I can come
back to drive a taxi at any time.
He managed to put the idea of being a manager at
the back of his mind, but failed to shrug off Virginia's
image. She haunted him, wherever he went. Zahra could
be right. Maybe Virginia wants me to get a good job, so I
won't shame her in front of her colleagues. No I don't
think so; otherwise she wouldn't have introduced me to
Eddy Bultarro. I think she's genuine in her approach and
wants to give me a better alternative. On the other hand,
she isn't obliged to go out of her way and help me, unless
she has a hidden motive. No! Don't be cynical Michael!
She's straightforward, good-hearted and willing to give
assistance to whoever needs it. Then Zahra's remarks
crossed his mind. Mark my words. Virginia is going to do
everything in her power to get you a respectable job.
He tried to occupy his mind by whistling his
favourite tune; and after some time he decided not to
bother picking up any more passengers. He was not in the
mood to keep up with their nuisances. He switched the
cab hire light off and headed straight to the Green Room
for a game of billiards to put his mind in neutral gear.
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waiting for Michael to join her for breakfast,
Virginia was sitting in the hotel restaurant analysing the
past events. The reported sighting at the detention centre
turned out to be a red herring, and there was no other lead
to follow. She thought, if we couldn't find him after all
that media coverage, something terrible must have gone
wrong. He could've been killed and his body left to rot
somewhere in the bush. No I don't think so; he isn't the
type of a person who could get involved in crime. I'm a
good judge of character, and I could tell that he couldn't
hurt a fly. I think one piece is missing from this puzzle,
and I'm determined to find that piece.
"Good morning, I'm sorry to keep you waiting,"
Michael interrupted her thoughts.
"G'day Michael," she replied and stretched out and
held his hand firmly, and smiled receptively. "I am glad
you came." She pulled him in and planted a kiss on his
lips that didn't last more than a second before the
electrical surge caused the circuit to break. Their gazes
locked temporarily as they sat down, hands still holding.
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Virginia noticed the blush on Michael's cheeks despite his
olive coloured skin and realised that she was still holding
his hand. "Sorry," she said and withdrew her hand
politely.
"It's my fault." I wish I could say encore.
"I'm afraid I don't have any good news on Ameer's
case. The detention centre's claim was investigated by the
police and came in negative, but I can say congratulations
on your new post." She put her elbows on the table, and
grasped her chin between her palms and smiled with a
glint in her eyes.
Gosh! I haven't recovered from her kiss yet. "Thanks to
you," he said with signs of shyness showing clearly on his
face.
Virginia held his hand again and fixed her gaze into
his eyes. "Don't thank me Michael. I didn't do anything.
Robert told me that the interview last night went
extremely well, and the manager was pleased with your
qualifications and performance. If you were not qualified
to do the job, he wouldn't have approved your application
regardless of who has vouched for you."
"Thanks, but I feel that I owe it to you."
"Forget it darling! Tell me now what do you want to
have for breakfast?"
Michael couldn't believe it. Did she call me darling?
His pulse raced and a blush showed clearly on his face.
Virginia noticed the sudden blush and tried to rescue him
from his embarrassment.
"Do you need help to choose your breakfast?"
"Well! I'm easy, whatever you order."
"OK. What about a cappuccino and toast with butter
and honey?"
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"Fine with me."
Just before they finished their breakfast, the waitress
came in with a phone on a tray. "Miss Virginia, a phone
call for you. Would you like to take it here or in the
office?”
Virginia took the phone off the tray. "Thank you
Margie. I'll take it here." She lifted the receiver to her left
ear. "Hello, Virginia speaking."
"Hello Miss Virginia, my name is Ellen Givinganna;
I'm the head of the admission department at the North
West Metropolitan Hospital and…"
The introduction was long enough to hasten Virginia
to interrupt her. "What can I do for you?"
"Well! Miss Virginia, I was reading a newspaper a
few days ago and noticed the photo of a missing person. I
didn't take any notice at that time, because you know that
every year we hear about thousands of missing people
and most of them are either adults running away from
home or one partner trying to run away from the other
because of..."
"Thank you for the information, I'm quite aware of
this, but what's that got to do with me?" Virginia
interrupted again.
"Well, because of such a pattern of missing persons, I
did not take much interest in the photo..."
"What photo?" Virginia interrupted again.
"The photo of the person in the newspaper who was
listed as a missing person, and this phone number was
listed as a contact."
Virginia covered the phone with her hand and
whispered to Michael. "I think we've found him." Then
she brought the phone back to her ear. "Please continue
263

George A. Salib

Miss Givinganna."
"You know the one I mean, the photo of Ameer
Sarrafin, the person you're looking for."
"Thank you for your observation. What about his
photograph?"
"As I mentioned before, I didn't take any notice, but
yesterday after we've had our dinner at home, I looked at
the photo again, but I wasn't hundred per cent."
Gosh! Why should I be listening to such fine details?
I wish she'd omit all this and come straight to a
conclusion. "I'm still listening; go ahead Miss Givinganna."
"When you reach a certain age, your photographic
memory sometimes will fail to serve you properly you
know..."
"Please Miss Givinganna, I'm pressed for time, and I
wish you'd come to a quick conclusion."
"I thought you were interested to know what had
happened to your friend!"
"Of course I am, but please make it nippy."
"As I said, I wasn't hundred per cent sure, so I took
the newspaper with me to the hospital and guess what?"
"What?" Virginia asked.
"The picture in the newspaper fits exactly the patient
(UPN 13) who's laying in bed right in front of me."
"Are you trying to tell me that the missing person
whose photograph appeared in the newspaper is a patient
in your hospital?"
"Yes I do."
"Miss Givinganna, for heaven's sake, why didn't you
tell me straight away without this entire introduction?"
"Well! Before I became a nurse, I was studying to
become a psychologist, and I knew what can happen to a
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person if he or she receives happy news so suddenly…"
"Please Miss Givinganna, don't go through the
details again," Virginia interrupted. "I can imagine it. I'm
very grateful to you and your help is greatly appreciated.
We'll be coming straight to the hospital."
"Make sure you go to the Administration Office."
"Thank you again and we'll see you soon," she
replied and hung up.
"If this nurse is right, our friend is in the North West
Metropolitan Hospital."
"Shall we go now?" Michael asked enthusiastically.
"Yes! How long would it take us to get there?"
"At the most fifteen minutes."
Virginia signalled the waitress. "Thank you Margie,
the breakfast was nice, and don't forget to add your usual
tip to the bill." Then she jumped to her feet. "Let's go," she
said and wrapped her hand around his waist. "Keep your
fingers crossed and wish it is not another practical joke."
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they drove past the first intersection, Virginia asked
Michael. "Can you call by Kamal's house and pick up the
court guardianship order, just in case the hospital
administration needed proof of next of kin?"
Michael reached to the glove box and got hold of the
document. "Here it is," he said. "Kamal left it here
accidentally after he came back from the real estate office,
but the order is in Kamal's and Zahra's names so the
administration may not cooperate with us."
"They're not going to ask us for ID," Virginia assured
him.
Michael managed to get a car park next to the main
entrance. He put up the not-for-hire sign, locked the taxi's
door and walked with Virginia through the main
entrance.
"Can I help you?" the receptionist asked.
"We have come to see Nurse Ellen Givinganna,"
Michael responded.
"Follow the yellow line to the Administration Office
on your left before you reach the elevator."
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They thanked the receptionist and walked hurriedly
along the yellow line until they reached the
Administration Office. "Good morning," they said as they
walked in. "You must be Nurse Ellen Givinganna."
Ellen appeared to be in her early thirties, tall with
chocolate coloured skin, short, black, curly hair and heart
shaped buttocks. She had dark brown eyes and a fat noise.
She was eye-catching with her above the knee white dress
showing a well-rounded chocolate coloured pair of legs.
She stared at Virginia hard and long. "That's me," she said
and pointed to the name tag. "What can I do for you?"
"I'm Virginia Karinya. You called me a few minutes
ago claiming that you've recognised the missing person."
"Yes! Yes I do, but you see, when you come to the
hospital to identify a missing person, the scene may be
worse than you were expecting, and my job is to prepare
you for what you may encounter."
Here we go she's going to lecture us again. "We're aware
of the situation nurse Givinganna, will you please show us
the way," Virginia demanded.
Nurse Givinganna locked her gaze on Virginia's for a
few seconds and seriously explained. "I have been
handling cases in similar situations to yours for ten years,
and I know how much psychological damage the impact
of distress can have on unprepared people."
"We're pretty well mature people, and we're not
going to blame you in any way," Virginia assured her.
"Well! You've been warned, follow me please." She
walked in front of them to the elevator. As they got in, she
pressed the fourth level's button.
The moment they reached the fouth level and the
lift's door opened, nurse Givinganna walked out first, and
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gestured them to follow her. Michael became nervous, and
Virginia noticed the change on his face. She held his hand
tight and drew him closer to her. The warmth of her hand
and the closeness of their bodies gave Michael some
assurance, and the blood flowed again through his veins
to warm the emotional freeze of his heart. As they came to
the end of the corridor, nurse Givinganna gestured them
to go to the waiting room and take a seat. "I'm going to see
the resident doctor. I won't be long."
Virginia held Michael's hand. "We don't know what
to expect. If you feel you're not up to it, please stay here."
"I'll be fine," he assured her.
"Dr Timmy Lukas will see you soon," Nurse
Givinganna announced. She took a seat next to Michael
and put her hand on his shoulder.
"You know! Life isn't meant to be easy. Working as a
nurse I’ve seen the lot, and if you can't distance yourself
and stay outside the problem area, you're sucked in and
no one is going to rush to your help and rescue you."
"We always come across kind-hearted people like
you willing to torch themselves to light the path of
others," Michael responded.
"You're a very tactful chap. Where did you learn that
charm?"
"I'm a quick learner, and it didn't take much time to
learn from you. You're a very amiable lady."
Virginia stood up. "I'm going to make a phone call,"
she said and walked to the payphone at the end of the
corridor.
"You look like a very intelligent man. What do you
do for living?" Ellen asked.
Before he had the time to respond, a man dressed in
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a white coat with a stethoscope hanging around his neck
approached. "I'm Dr Timmy. Timmy Lukas," he
announced and extended his hand.
Michael shook his hand with equal force. "I'm
Michael. Michael Zareef."
"Nurse Ellen Givinganna told me that you're looking
for a missing person, and you believe he's in this hospital."
"Well! Nurse Givinganna believes that one of the
patients in the hospital matches the picture of the missing
person in the newspaper," he said, as he saw out the
corner of his eye Virginia returning, and before he had the
chance to introduce her, Dr Lukas gazed at Virginia and
smiled.
"Miss Karinya! What’s brought you in here?"
Virginia shook his hand. "Circumstances, have we
been introduced yet?"
"I'm Dr Timmy. Timmy Lukas."
"Pleased to meet you Dr Lukas. Sorry I did not have
the honour yet."
"Sorry Miss Karinya, I should've introduced myself
in a better way. Last night I was one in the audience who
gave you a standing ovation after you finished delivering
your paper on the freedom of the press and its traditional
role as the custodian of the human conscience. Alas, all
copies of your paper were taken, and I couldn't get a copy.
Since we've met is it too much to ask you to post me a
copy when you can?"
"I'll be happy to oblige. However, since you're a
Doctor how come you're interested in journalism?" she
asked.
"Before I switched to study medicine, I took a course
in fine writing and worked as a freelance journalist.
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However, during my short encounter with the written
press, I realised that our role as journalist has become a
myth, and we've been transformed to become homing
pigeons in the cages of the rich and the powerful. Since I
couldn't sell the unsaleable, I left and pursued my career
in medicine – even so, I'm still interested in the matter."
"That’s a strong statement Dr Lukas. We shouldn't
give up, we'd rather try to change the unchangeable as
you put it." Then she added. "What about our missing
person?"
"Well! Before I take you to see the patient, I'll have to
brief you first. This is the hospital policy. Please follow
me."
Dr Lukas led them to his office and sat behind his
desk. Virginia and Michael took the two chairs opposite
him, and Nurse Ellen Givinganna took the seat beside his
desk. Dr Lukas opened a folder and flicked through the
pages. "First I have to establish the next of kin before I can
divulge any information. You see! In the admission form,
the next of kin column is not filled out."
"We're law abiding citizens. We knew that the time
might come when someone in authority will ask us for
identification documents, so we've petitioned the court
and got a court order authorising us to be the custodian."
Then she took the paper out of Michael's hand and hardpressed it under his nose and added. "If this patient
matches the picture in the paper that court order gives us
the right to be his next of kin, and we will act
accordingly."
"Sorry, I didn't mean to offend you, but I need to
cover my back."
Dr Lukas glanced at the paper briefly. "That'll do
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fine," he said and asked the nurse to copy the document
and put it in the file. He stood up and said, "Please follow
me," walked through the corridor to room number
thirteen, and pointed with his hand to a man lying in the
bed with many tubes attached to his body.
"Is this the man you're looking for?"
Virginia and Michael seemed confused. Michael had
not seen this man before and Virginia wasn't sure whether
to acknowledge his question with simple yes or not. She
pretended to be shocked to gain more time, but Nurse
Ellen was quick to return to the room, produced the
newspaper, and put the photograph next to his head.
"See! I've told you this is the man you're looking for."
Dr Lukas drew close to Nurse Ellen and looked at
the photo. "This is him alright." Then he glanced at
Virginia.
"I'm sorry I should have warned you before. Would
you like a glass of water?" he asked.
"No thank you. I'll be all right."
"How about you Michael?"
"I'll be fine! Thank you Dr Lukas."
"Well! Since we've established his identity, follow
me, and I'll brief you on his condition and the measures
which we would like you to seriously consider. It isn't
going to be easy but, sooner or later, you'll have to face it."
As they returned to the office, Dr Lukas resumed his
seat. "Can I get you a coffee?" he asked.
"Thank you. We'll be all right."
"Do you still need me Dr Lukas?" the nurse asked.
"No! Thank you nurse Givinganna. You can go back
to your work now."
Before the nurse was about to leave, Virginia got to
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her feet and extended her hand. "Thank you nurse
Givinganna, you were a great help, and we thank you
from the bottom of our hearts."
Ellen's face lightened up as she realised that she was
being acknowledged for her role in recognising the
missing person. She smiled at Virginia. "I'm pleased that I
have met you both."
Dr Lukas opened the folder, studied few pages and
stopped at the fourth page.
"This is the police report. Since the patient had no
identification on him, the police had no way of knowing
his name, and in these circumstances, it is common to give
the victim a number. Your friend is patient number
(UPN13)." He continued, "Police and ambulance
responded to an emergency call, and found the victim face
down in the gutter unconscious. They brought him to this
hospital, and the resident doctor followed the emergency
procedures to the letter. Unfortunately, the victim didn't
respond to the treatment. Apparently, he’d had a blow to
the back of the head and..."
Before Dr Lukas had the time to turn the page, he
heard the call on the intercom. Dr Lukas wanted in
Emergency.
He hurriedly closed the file. "I'm sorry, but I have to
go now. My colleague did not turn up today, and I have to
stand in for him. Please go to the Administration Office
and see nurse Givinganna. She will arrange a time for you
to see me without interruption."
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Michael teed-up an appointment to see Dr Lukas at 8.30
pm. The situation was more serious than he thought it to
be. Virginia explained to him that in this sort of situation,
a question might arise as to whether Ameer should live or
die, and he should talk it over with Kamal and Zahra
before the meeting, so they won't be shocked. Michael was
terrified and decided not to get directly involved in the
decision making process. This decision required someone
to be accountable and no one was in a position of
responsibility other than Kamal and Zahra. He briefly
explained to them what they might be expecting and the
likelihood of being asked to decide the life of their friend.
Zahra was scared stiff and pretended to be unwell and
emotionally drained. She begged to be excused from going
to the hospital at this stage.
Virginia couldn't attend the meeting. She instructed
Michael not to make any decision right on the spot, but to
ask for more time to think it over and not to give a final
answer, whether it was 'yes' or 'no'.
Michael and Kamal arrived at the hospital early, and
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went straight to Ameer's room. Kamal didn't know what
to expect despite Michael's graphic description of Ameer's
state of health. As they walked into the room, Kamal
gazed at Ameer apprehensively. He was lying in bed with
two intravenous tubes attached to his motionless body. A
urinary catheter led away to a half full plastic bottle
mounted at the lower edge of the bed and a tube inserted
in his nose and taped to his cheek was connected to a
respirator that hissed rhythmically and the monitors'
lights flashed constantly above his bedhead. He stood
silent unable to move or talk. Michael was caught
unprepared as he observed Kamal's reaction at the sight of
his friend. His gaze was fearful and his eyes were moving
erratically unable to fix on anything. The aorta on the side
of Kamal's neck was bulging as if it was going to explode,
and his face became pale and lifeless. He felt nauseous
and his body hovered. It was obvious that Kamal was in
trouble as he was struggling to keep upright. Michael
realised that Kamal was about to faint so he managed to
take hold of him in time. He quickly laid him in a
horizontal position to restore the flow of blood to the brain
and called for help. The nurse came in and administered a
sedative tablet at the advice of Dr Lukas.
As soon as Kamal regained consciousness, he went
with Michael to the waiting room. Kamal sat in silence
unable to comprehend how a healthy and alert person
could turn into a vegetative state and no one could do
anything about it. The shock was still fresh in his mind
when the receptionist called them to see Dr Lukas.
Michael walked into the office and introduced Kamal
who apologised for his wife's absence. After a brief
introduction, Dr Lukas opened Ameer's folder, leafed
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through the pages and stopped at the court order.
"According to the court order, Mr and Mrs Bedwani
are the next of kin. We can't make any decision without
her being here at this meeting."
"She's not feeling well, and I don't think we're in a
position to make a decision right now," Michael replied.
"I believe you've told Mr Bedwani what I've told
you so far, but I'm obliged to explain to him personally all
the circumstances, because sooner or later he and his wife
will have to make a serious decision. He flicked through
the files, raised his head and gazed at Kamal. "If you feel
at any stage that you're not comfortable with anything I
say, please feel free to interrupt me, and I'm happy to
answer any queries. Will we start now?" Dr Lukas asked.
"Yes please," they replied.
Dr Lukas explained to them how the emergency
services were called and had transported the victim to this
hospital in an unconscious state. The victim didn't
respond to the treatment. "He’d had a blow to the back of
the head," he said, "and as a result he had suffered what
we technically call 'closed head injury' which is capable of
damaging the brain, even though there's no obvious
external damage to the skull. The blow to the back of his
head was strong enough to cause a traumatic head injury
without fracturing or penetrating the skull."
Before Dr Lukas moved on to explain the prognosis,
he asked. "Are you with me so far?"
"Yes sir."
"I'm going to explain to you much more complicated
medical conditions. Please stop me whenever you feel a
simpler explanation is needed. Your friend had a severe
head injury. We've undergone every possible test
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available, and we’ve come to one single conclusion.
Ameer was diagnosed as being in a ‘permanent vegetative
state'. That is a clinical condition of unawareness of self
and environment. Furthermore, once we established that
the patient is left with a permanent vegetative state, then
we may have to stop all active medical treatments such as
feeding by percutaneous endoscopic gastrostomy or
nasogastric tube." Then he took his eyes off the file.
"Do you understand what that means?"
They answered. "No."
"In layman’s language it means to withdraw all
active medical treatment including intravenous fluids,
artificial nutrition and hydration – in short, we stop
feeding the patient until he dies from starvation."
"How on the earth could you stop feeding him? He
looks quite normal to me. I saw his eyes were opening and
moving about a few times when we were in the room. You
stop feeding him right now; and you'll be committing an
act of cruelty against a human being who's unable to fend
for himself," Kamal echoed.
"You're right," Dr Lukas affirmed. "However, even if
his eyes were opening, it does not mean that he is aware of
his environment, and he does not have what we call
‘visual pursuit’ nor ‘visual fixation’. That means the eyes
do not follow moving objects or fix on any object. These
observations mean that the patient is not aware of either
himself nor his environment and is incapable of conscious
experience. Furthermore, when we withdraw active
medical treatment, he's likely to die within 15 days."
Kamal became hysterical. He jumped to his feet and
punched the desk with his fists, and bent over the table to
reach Dr Lukas, but Michael was quick to hold him back.
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"Sit down and stop being silly. This isn't Dr Lukas’ fault.
It's his job to brief you on the condition of your friend."
Kamal sat down and wept loudly. "This is the
cruellest thing you can do to a human being," he said to
Dr Lukas. "You stop feeding him and he's not in any
position to tell you that he's hungry or thirsty. Can't you
imagine the trauma of him being unable to show his
feelings of hunger or thirst? Can you imagine his fear of
death the minute he realises that he's facing a slow and
painful death, and he can do nothing about it? Anyway,
who the hell gives you the right to play God and decide
who can live and who can die? Haven't you read about
cases of people in a permanent vegetative state that have
already beaten the long odds by regaining consciousness
after being in a coma for more than five years? Don't you
have any compassion in your heart to give this man the
chance to recover rather than condemning him to a cruel
death?"
"I do sympathise with you, and I do feel your pain
and suffering. Please believe me, we're in business of
relieving people's suffering and improving their chances
of recovery and survival, so they can lead a healthy and
happy life. Nevertheless, in some cases like your friend's,
there's nothing we can do for them. I do understand your
burst of anger and I'd surely do the same if I was in your
position. However, from my position, I can see it
differently. The patient, who's been diagnosed with a
permanent vegetative state, can't be kept alive forever on
artificial life support. Your friend has been in coma for
more than eight months and his chances of recovery are
extremely remote, or I may say nil. It is acceptable to
discontinue active medical treatments to any patient in
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these circumstances. It's up to you to instruct the hospital
to stop the active medical treatment or the hospital
administration will apply to the court to appoint the
Public Advocate as his custodian. They then have the right
to order the withdrawal of all active treatments."
"Are you threatening me?" Kamal snapped.
"No! I'm not. I'm presenting you with medical facts.
We've done for him everything we could. We've tested
him with every facility available and he’s been treated by
the best qualified physicians and neurologist in this
country. The staff at this hospital have provided
magnificent care. They watchfully monitored and
recorded all his responses for medical observations. They
provided him with the highest quality of care, including
adequate nutrition, management of bowel and bladder
and skin care, but we cannot resurrect him," Dr Lukas
fired back.
"How can we be sure that the hospital’s diagnosis is
beyond any reasonable doubt?" Michael asked.
"All tests were performed by professional bodies and
concluded that Ameer has a permanent vegetative state
(PVS), and based on this evidence, we recommended the
withdrawal of all active medical treatment," Dr Lukas
advised, then gave Michael a suspicious glance. "It's your
right to question the hospital’s diagnostic methods, and
it's your right to seek another medical opinion from any
medical sources of your choice, and we'll be happy to
accommodate any medical assessment.
"You've kept Ameer in this hospital and provided
him with the best available care for so long. I wonder why
all of a sudden you’ve become impatient and want to stop
all active medical treatment right now," Kamal asked.
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"The hospital administration requested the cessation
of active medical treatment on two previous occasions.
The Ethics Committee refused to meet their demand in the
hope that sometime soon, someone of his family would
come forward. Now I'm pleased that you've done
everything possible to find your friend. However,
unfortunately, you're faced with a grim outcome, and I
believe it's your duty now to make this unfortunate
decision," Dr Lukas responded.
Michael remembered Virginia's advice not to make
an on the spot decision. "This isn't an easy decision for us
to make right now. We do appreciate your concern and
thank you for being helpful, but to decide right now
whether Ameer can live or die is beyond our
comprehension. We have to understand fully the
seriousness of his condition and the possibilities of
providing him with right medical treatment in any form.
After all we don't believe that we can decide who dies or
who lives; at least we should be given the time to think it
over," Michael demanded.
"Don't misunderstand me sir. I'm not implying that
you should make your mind up right now. All I'm doing
is presenting to you all the facts, and it's up to you to
decide on the course of action as soon as you can," Dr
Lukas reacted.
"Thank you for enlightening me about these medical
tests and the possible outcome, but in fact, you didn't give
me any choices except pulling the plug so he'll die the
cruellest death I’ve ever heard of," Kamal responded.
Michael became aware of Kamal's state of mind, and
realised that he was seeing Dr Lukas as being hard and
unappreciative, so he decided to give Dr Lukas some
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explanation to justify Kamal's burst of anger. "As you see,
Mr Bedwani is in shock, and I don't think he's in a
reasonable state to make such a grave decision. If he can
have some time to discuss it with his wife and weigh up
all the evidence you've presented, that'll put him in a
better position to make the right decision," Michael
suggested.
"Sure, go home now and discuss this matter among
yourselves. Take your time and if you need any further
assessment of his condition, please feel free to ask. Then
he stood up, extended his hand to each of them and with
an encouraging smile on his face, he said.
"Take your time gentlemen. This is going to be the
most challenging decision you’ll ever make. Consider it
with care, and may God be with you."
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was seven thirty at night; Michael and Kamal were
sitting in the hospital’s Administration Office discussing
their options with Dr Miri Elandra, Dr Lukas and Mr Lee
Tong the hospital administrator. Zahra was emotionally
drained, depressed and depleted. She chose not to get
involved at this stage and decided to stay home to prepare
a chicken and rice dish with toasted flat bread, garlic and
yoghurt as she had promised Virginia who was coming
for dinner.
Dr Miri Elandra gazed at Michael and Kamal for a
moment then said. "Thank you for taking the time to
attend this meeting. You may be aware that Miss Virginia
Karinya who is a friend of mine, approached me on your
behalf to assess your friend's medical condition. I'm afraid
I don't have good news for you. Ameer is in a permanent
vegetative state, which means he's absolutely in an
unconscious state."
"What's his chance of recovery?" Kamal asked.
"The chance of recovery for a patient suffering a
traumatic head injury for more than six months is nil."
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"So, what do you recommend?" Michael asked.
"I have studied every feasible test done, and
reviewed all scans. I also conferred with Dr Lukas and
other specialists. All came out with one conclusion – a
confirmed case of a permanent vegetative state – I also
reviewed the evidence with medical nursing staff and a
therapist and all agreed with the hospital’s diagnostics. In
view of this evidence, I recommend to Mr and Mrs
Bedwani, being the next of kin, to seriously consider the
possibility of withdrawing all active medical treatments,"
Dr Elandra explained.
"With due respect to Dr Elandra, I don't know if we
should rush in and agree to her assessment of his
condition and act accordingly. I think we should wait for a
couple of weeks and reassess his condition once more, at
least we can be sure that recovery cannot reasonably be
expected and any continuous medical treatment is really
futile," Michael suggested.
"Dr Elandra is a respected Neurologist and
Bioethicist and an expert in this field. You are, in fact,
facing tough choices, and the only choice you have is to
authorise the withdrawal of artificial administrating of
food and fluid and allow him to die mercifully and in
dignity," Dr Lukas commented.
Kamal remained motionless momentarily, thinking
that one day he may have to play God, and then he asked.
"Do you recommend the withdrawal of all active medical
treatment, so he'll die from starvation?"
Michael reacted hastily to Kamal's suggestion. "What
other options do you have? To keep him in this vegetative
state is also a cruel thing to do. You don't have a third
option, and you must pick one or the other".
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Kamal viewed Michael in a hostile way. "Would you
like to tell Dr Lukas that you do agree with his
recommendation, and he's free to withdraw the artificial
nutritional support at any time, because further treatment
is considered to be costly and futile?"
"No! No way will I do that. I love to be able to sleep
as soon as my head hits the pillow. This responsibility is
yours my friend. Sorry to disappoint you, but I can't live
with my conscience reminding me every second of my life
that I've eventually authorised in cold blood the death of a
human being," Michael responded apologetically.
"It's always easy for doctors, hospital, healthcare staff
and people with no immediate connection to the patient to
recommend the cessation of life support. Nevertheless,
when you ask them to push the button themselves, they'll
tell you NO, we can't do that, it's against our conscience
and likely against the law, and if we do it without the
approval of his next of kin, it'll be considered homicide,
and we might be charged with murder. It's easier said
than done my friends. I can't play God and I'm not
expecting any one of you to act differently. This is the first
time in my life I've been given the power to decide the life
of a human being, and the best thing for you and I, is to
pray for a miracle to happen, so neither of us will have to
pull the plug." Kamal had put it in plain words.
Dr Lukas realised that he had overlooked a medical
condition that might contribute to Ameer's early death and
decided to explain it to them, so he'll be legally covered and
at the same time it might help his friends to make their
decision without going through feelings of guilt. He flicked
through the folder and fixed his gaze at a blue paper.
"It's my job to present to you all medical assessments
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so your decision will be based on full knowledge of his
condition. During his stay at the hospital, Ameer has
received high quality nursing care. He’s had adequate
nutrition via a gastrostomy tube and antibiotics
intravenously. He also received good skin care and careful
management of bowel and bladder and good oral and
dental hygiene. In addition to his condition as a PVS
patient, he is suffering from urinary tract infection and
renal failure. The most we give your friend is six to twelve
months to live," Dr Lukas explained.
"You mean he's going to die from other natural
causes?" Kamal asked.
"I'm afraid Yes! Creatinine clearance is extremely
low, and it won't be long before he'll suffer total renal
failure and die from severe electrolyte imbalance or from
uremic toxins, "Dr Lukas explained.
"If you do believe that he's going to die from natural
causes, why the hell are you asking me to pull the plug?"
Kamal snapped.
"No one can be a hundred per cent sure that he's
going to die within a specific period. He could live longer,
but we have to consider the cost involved in keeping him
in his condition for twelve months or more," Mr Lee Tong
explained.
Kamal thought, it looks like this man is running the
hospital as a moneymaking business not as an institution
devoted to preserving life at any cost. "Are we here to
discuss a business deal or the life of a human being? Tell
me Mr Lee, are we going to withdraw the life support
measures because it is costing the hospital to keep him
alive, or because it is futile to continue the treatment?"
"This is not true," Mr Tong replied. "Our decision is
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based purely on medical assessment of the patient. Our job
is to preserve life not to promote death, but when we weigh
our options we have to take everything into account."
"How can I pull the plug when I can see that Ameer
is still breathing and looking fairly normal? I can see his
eyes opening and closing and sometimes moving
around?" Kamal asked.
"I agree with you. His eyes open and close sometimes
but he has no visual tracking or fixation. He can't follow my
finger with his eyes when I point it at him, nor can he fix on
it. In other words, he is not conscious, not receptive and
permanently unconscious. These movements are automatic
reflexes, not movements with purposes. In addition, there
are no confirmed reports of any patient who has fully
recovered after eight or twelve months in a permanent
vegetative state," Dr Lukas again explained.
"You may be right, but there are many cases where
doctors misdiagnosed patients, and how many times have
they given terminally ill patients just a few weeks to live,
and then these patients proved them wrong? The man is
still breathing, and based on his best interests and in
accordance with my conscience, I'm not going to make this
difficult ethical decision right now. I'm not going to let my
friend die when medical technology can keep him alive.
However, if the decision to withdraw the life-sustaining
measures is influenced by the treatment expenses, then
I'm willing to keep him alive at any cost," Kamal
explained.
"It is extremely painful to watch your friend
languishing in this condition with little or no hope for
recovery," Mr Tong cut in. "It is much more humane to
withdraw artificially administered food and fluids and
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allow him to die mercifully, than to allow your friend to
hang about in a state of limbo, suspended between life
and death, where no available resources can provide him
with a reasonable quality of life. Your friend did not
indicate his desires regarding the use of life support before
becoming permanently unconscious."
"How can you allow a patient to experience pain and
suffering for ten or fifteen days?" Michael asked. "The
patient cannot tell you I'm hungry or thirsty. He cannot
tell you, please give me a lethal injection so I can die
quickly and with less pain. Imagine his fears as he
recognises that he's waiting to die from starvation and
dehydration while he can't do anything about it. Tell me
Mr Lee, how can you call that a death with dignity?"
"It's extremely unlikely that the patient will feel any
pain. However, to be on the safe side, we'll sedate him in
order to eliminate any possibility of him suffering or
feeling any pain," Dr Lukas explained.
"You'll tell me next that pigs can fly and the earth is
flat! We can kill a human being without subjecting him to
any suffering because we want him to die mercifully, but
we don't consider keeping him alive in dignity. I'm not
going to play God, and I want to try any possible
alternative treatment available, and if everything fails to
achieve recovery, then and then only I will reconsider
other choices," Kamal stated.
Dr Elandra checked Ameer's file thoroughly, then
gazed at Kamal. "Your friend has been and is still getting
the best medical care available. All tests and scans have
proved conclusively that Ameer is in a permanent
vegetative state. In view of my observation and after
conferring and consulting with medical experts, we’ve all
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come to one conclusion. Ameer has moved from a
persistent vegetative state to a permanent vegetative state.
This means that up until this moment medical science
hasn't come up with any treatment that can improve the
patient's chance of recovery. We've given him every
available treatment without any success, and you're faced
with two unpleasant choices: either to allow him to die in
dignity or to live in a vegetative state. It is your shot and
you have to choose one or the other no matter how painful
it is. It is your choice and your responsibility, exercise it
with care."
"You're giving me an ultimatum which I will not
obey," Kamal objected. "I do have another option, and I do
beg you to give me the chance to try it. At least if it doesn't
work for the benefit of the patient, it'll work for my benefit
as it'll alleviate the guilt which I'll have to live with,"
Kamal pleaded.
"What's your option?" Dr Elandra asked.
"I'm going to wake him up from his unconscious
state via music and memories therapy."
"Can you please explain to us how you're going to
do that?" Dr Lukas asked.
"An Indian friend, whom I have met at work,
happens to be a natural doctor. I told him about Ameer's
diagnosis, and he assured me that he has witnessed
patients in a permanent vegetative state like Ameer's,
waking up from their unconscious state by exposing them
to appropriate music twenty-four hours a days, in
conjunction with the recital of their favourite memories."
Dr Lukas thought. Here we go again, another crackpot
who believes that a donkey can sing, and you can sleep with a
deadly snake if you play her music. "This happened only in
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India. I don't think it will help your friend."
Mr Lee Tong nodded his head in approval, but Dr
Miri Elandra seemed more concerned and interested in
Kamal's proposal. She faced Dr Lukas. "It is an interesting
subject. I've heard of trials conducted in the United States
and in India probing the effect of music therapy on
patients with cancer. There is some evidence showing that
music therapy can lower blood pressure, relieve
depression, can alter heart rate and improve brain
function. Why not give Kamal the benefit of the doubt and
allow him to try to help his friend."
Mr Tong and Dr Lukas felt uncomfortable with Dr
Elandra's approval. Deep down in their hearts, they knew
this therapy was not going to work, and if they went along
with Dr Miri and authorised the use of music therapy and
recital of memories, they would be the laughing stock of
the hospital. Moreover, if they go against her, she might
go against their decision. She is senior to them and her
opinion is widely respected in the medical community.
"If you think that kind of therapy would be of any
help to the patient no matter how trivial, we'll be happy to
oblige," Mr Tong replied.
"If it doesn't help the patient, it will psychologically
help his next of kin take the appropriate action without
feeling too much guilt," Dr Elandra sympathetically
suggested.
Since the hospital administrator had agreed with Dr
Elandra, Dr Lukas was left with no other choice but to go
along with them. The last time he went against Mr Tong
he had left the meeting professionally bruised.
"I agree with your proposal. Who knows?
Unexplained phenomena happen every day."
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Michael, Kamal, Zahra and Virginia were sitting around
the kitchen table discussing the outcome of the meeting at
the hospital.
"I can't comprehend how doctors, who are supposed
to be dedicated to saving lives, can emotionlessly put a
person to death?" Kamal queried.
"It depends on how you look at it. When doctors
conclude that the patient isn't responding to medical
treatment and his chance of recovery is nil, they
recommend to the next of kin to allow the patient to die in
dignity rather than extending his suffering. It's not up to
them to pull the plug. In fact, doctors don't end the life of
a patient themselves, they merely follow instructions from
the next of kin," Michael explained.
"What about the argument they put forward to
convince you that all available medical measures have
been exhausted without any noticeable improvement in
the patient's condition. In addition, don't forget the
pressure they exert on the next of kin to convince them
that there is no more hope of recovery, and finally they
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recommend to you to play God and allow the patient to
die in dignity. I believe this sort of practice is unethical,
and people should put pressure on government bodies to
legislate against the so called dignified death and allow
nature to take its course," Kamal argued.
Virginia felt that she should explain to Kamal what
Dr Elandra thought of the matter; after all, she was the one
who had asked her to assess Ameer's chance of recovery.
She gaped at Kamal and said. "After you left the meeting,
Dr Elandra rang to brief me on the outcome of the
meeting. She strongly believes that Ameer's chance of
recovery is zero, and that what they recommended to you
to consider is actually a normal procedure. It's up to the
people concerned to decide whether or not to act on their
recommendations. As it turned out, they have agreed to
allow you to administer some other form of treatment
even though they believe it will not work. In fact, they
weren't putting pressure on you to pull the plug. On the
contrary, they presented you with choices to consider, and
since you decided to adopt another option, they happily
went along with you and gave you the time you
requested. They also instructed the nursing staff to
cooperate with you and make available to you any help
you may request. I believe their action was reasonably
justified. It's up to you now to start with the therapy, and
if at the end of the day it doesn't work, then you'll have to
consider other options."
"I was surprised to hear you out of the blue propose
the music therapy. How did you come up with this new
form of therapy?" Michael asked.
"Mr Bansi Ansari, who's shopping regularly at the
Organic Green Fruits and Vegies, is an Indian natural
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doctor. He pointed out to me that if I can convince
Ameer's treating doctors to agree to the natural therapy,
he's prepared to help me free of charge to choose specific
music which was to the patient's liking before the accident
happened, and mix it with some selected relaxing classical
music from Mozart and Beethoven's collections. He also
explained to me that listening to appropriate music could
in fact influence the body and soul to be invigorated. In
addition, he put in plain words that certain frequencies
can trigger a response in the human brain to resume its
natural functions and the patient will spontaneously
recover. The reason he gave for the recovery, was that the
human body is so much in need of coexistence between
the physical needs and the spiritual needs of warmth,
music and love to achieve the harmony required for the
continuation of life," Kamal clarified.
"When are you going to start?" Zahra asked.
"Immediately, I want you to start selecting musical
tunes, which we know he used to listen to, such as tunes
played by lute, double-piped flute, rebec and earthen
hand drum. Mr Ansari will help me to inter-mix these
tunes with selected tunes from Mozart and Beethoven's
collections and record it on a twelve-hour tape. The
earphones should be inserted into his ears, so he can listen
to music even while he's asleep. The only time we
interrupt music is when I read to him stories about his
boyhood or stories that will remind him of special events
of his liking during his adulthood. At one stage of the
therapy, I hope he'll look into my eyes and say. "Hello
mate...! It's good to see you again."
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are searching for someone well-known to you, maybe a
relative or a friend. I see a silhouette beyond a dark cloud
crossing a ravine aimlessly. It seems that he is going astray and
looking for a way out.
Those were the words of the clairvoyant. Whenever
they echoed in Zahra's ears, she remembered the plastic
look on the clairvoyant’s face when she said to her. I see
stormy days ahead of you. Zahra saw in her mind's eye
Ameer's demise, and was frightened even to talk about it
with her husband. She looked at him for a few seconds,
then with a wavering tone she confessed. "My heart is
trembling with fear of the unknown. If the words of the
clairvoyant were anywhere near to its interpretation, I
think our friend's life is in jeopardy."
Kamal understood how much the clairvoyant's
divination had influenced his wife's perspective into
Ameer's disappearance. He himself was confused,
disillusioned and expected the worst when he had
consulted with a psychic. The psychic’s revelation was still
ringing in his ears: I see your friend going among spectres. I
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cannot define the place or the direction. Whenever I try to reach
him, I feel cold emotions. I cannot make contact nor
communicate with him.
Kamal put his arm around Zahra's back and drew
her close to him, comforting her. "Do not give the
clairvoyant's vision any weight. The psychic I consulted
was most horrible. He saw doomed days ahead. At first, I
took him seriously, but after I came to my senses I put his
vision out of my mind. No one can tell the future, and
these people as Michael put it, are sorcerers who make
money out of people’s suffering."
Zahra wanted to believe her husband's explanation,
but deep down in her heart, she feared for Ameer's life.
She did not dispel the clairvoyant's vision entirely, but she
decided to dismiss it temporarily. She stared at her
husband with eyes filled with unshed tears. "My brain
tells me not to believe a word she said, but my heart tells
me a different story – to hold on to any thread of hope. We
did everything possible to find him, and now he is in the
hospital hanging with a thin thread between life and
death. The conclusion is frightening and I fear for his life."
Kamal felt his wife's anguish and tried to reassure
her. "We still have one option available to us. Bansi
Ansari's therapy might be the answer to our prayers."
Zahra sighed heavily and snatched a bag off the
kitchen table. "Here's your bag. Go to the hospital and talk
to our friend. The earlier you start the better."
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Day One

Encouraged by his wife's positive approach, Kamal went
to the hospital armed with a tape recorder and twelvehour tapes of folk, country and western, and selected
tunes from Mozart and Beethoven's classical music. He
walked into the hospital foyer and asked the receptionist
for Nurse Darika Chandra as instructed by Dr Lukas.
Together they went to Ameer's room and connected
the tape recorder, adjusted the volume and inserted the
earphones into his ears.
"This is a twelve-hour tape and must be played for
twenty four hours without interruption. I want you to
record every change you notice in him no matter how
small it is."
"What 's new?" Dr Lukas asked as he walked in.
"Nothing of consequence yet! I was about to ask the
nurse to keep watch on him and record any change she
may notice," Kamal responded.
Dr Lukas picked up the medical record file from the
end of the bed and wrote in it in a red pen. OBSERVE
THIS PATIENT FOR FIVE MINUTES AT A TIME, AND
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RECORD ANY CHANGES EVERY TWO HOURS. "Are
you happy with that?"
"Thanks for your help."
"Good luck to you; I hope it works out." He
proceeded to leave, then turned back. "For your sake," and
he left the room.
On his way home, Kamal was wondering if this
treatment was going to work. What am I going to lose, he
thought? This is a desperate act by a desperate man; at
least if it doesn't work it will make it easier for me if I have
to consider my next option. I don't want to ruin this
opportunity because of a little mistake. I had better make
sure I'm following the instructions to the letter as directed
by Bansi Ansari:
a) The first day continuously pipe music directly
into the patient's ears.
b) For the following three days, the music will be
interrupted only during the reading of material
appropriate and familiar to his way of living
prior to the accident.
c) The fifth and last day, recital of emotional
material related to his way of living, preferably
heart warming and specific emotional events in
his life.

Kamal spent his first day at work praying for a miracle to
happen. He couldn’t bear the responsibility of pulling the
plug on someone so dear. How could he tell Ameer's
mother that he had authorised the withdrawal of all life
support measures so her son could die in dignity, and
expect her to accept the unacceptable. To the mother,
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whose son has died, the dignifying death is a lot of bullshit.
How about his father? How could he face the villagers
when they look at him suspiciously? Is he going to
convince them that his son has acted mercifully and
allowed his best friend to die in dignity? Would they take
this ‘merciful rubbish' or the ‘dignifying shit' on board?
Kamal didn't think it would come to this. Bansi Ansari
assured him it would work. It had better work, for he
would not pull the plug. He couldn't live with it, and all
these promises of giving him access to post trauma
counselling and psychological help, before and after he
authorised the cold-blooded execution, would not wipe it
from his memory, neither could it justify the means and
the reasons given to take someone's life with ease. "No! I
will not do it," he said. "I will bring him home. I'll nurse
him as long as it takes until fate decides the destiny of
either of us."
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Day Two

It

was Wednesday night at six thirty. The weather was
overcast and the southerly wind was laden with the sea
smell and bitterly cold. Kamal finished work earlier than
usual and headed straight to the hospital. As Bansi Ansari
had instructed him to put emphasis on Ameer's early
childhood memories, he had chosen to reflect on the
traditional way of life in the village and childhood
memories. He arrived half an hour early and walked
straight into Ameer's room. Nurse Darika Chandra was
checking on Ameer's condition and adjusting the rate of
antibiotic flow.
"Sorry mate! There's no change." She greeted Kamal
with these heartbreaking words.
"Are you sure the tape was playing the whole time?"
"Rest assured sir. For yesterday and today, I made
sure that this tape recorder never had a rest. Be my guest
and check it," she replied.
Kamal leant forward, picked up one earphone and
inserted it into his ear. He heard the soft tune of a double
piped flute playing ‘To you, I will return'. He took the
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earphones off and placed it carefully back in Ameer's ear.
"Sorry to ask, but it was important for him to listen to the
music without any interruption."
"That's fine. I hope it's going to work in the end. I
suppose you want me to stop the music so you can start
your reading episode."
"Please do."
Nurse Darika pressed the off button, and as she was
leaving the room, she said, "Make sure you put it back on
before you leave."
Kamal took the seat next to the bedhead and stared
at Ameer's face. He couldn't see any sign of life. The face
was pale and thin and the jaw and the nasal bones were
protruding profusely which made the eyes sink deeply in
their sockets, giving him the features of a human who had
given up hope of living and was waiting for his soul to
leave his unliveable corpse. He paused for a moment
observing the monitor's flashing lights and the coloured
graphs briefly, then he opened his bag and retrieved a few
sheets of paper. He flicked through the pages, placed them
in order of preference, and before he proceeded to read, he
noticed the earphones were still inserted in Ameer's ears.
He leant forward and took them out thinking they might
block out his voice and this was the last thing he wanted
to happen. After that, he pushed the chair backward,
stretched his legs to the edge of the bed, and hoped that
this reading episode will be the beginning of a sure
recovery. He stared intensely at Ameer for a moment, and
with a soft voice and high hope, he started:
"On my way to Australia, I was longing to
share with you our childhood memories that
were the starting point of our lives in the
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village – which we detested – and dreamed of a
better life in the unknown. It's true, it was a
harsh life, and we were deprived of most things
the others enjoyed lavishly, but the village
upheld its serenity and peacefulness as you
have left it. The sun still rises first and shines its
golden rays on the village while the rest of the
world still sleeps in darkness. We moved out,
but the village remained on the slope of High
Mountain, overlooking a steep, lush valley,
camouflaged with oak and willow trees
embracing in silence fearing to disturb the
sleeping birds. When the night falls, and the
light easterly breeze caresses the leaves of trees,
it produces a live ensemble of gentle melody,
enhancing the tranquillity, charm and natural
beauty of the valley.
The villagers have never changed, they
remained as you remembered them; happy,
righteous, peaceful and well-mannered people.
They still valued their customs and traditions
profoundly and lived by them. They loved the
simple life, and wished to maintain bartering as
their only means of trade. They have never
changed. They have kept their faith in the
elders to be the impartial police officer, the
equitable judge, the earnest counsellor and the
honest conciliator.
You know my friend, after what has
happened to you, I have regretted my decision
to follow suit. I wish we did not leave the
village and its inhabitants who preferred the
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traditional way of living. It's true we didn't
have much contact with city living, and we
knew little about modern life and technology,
except what we heard during evening
gatherings from the storyteller when he used to
thrill us with strange stories about the city
dwellers, the trams and the cinemas. Those
were damn good old days. It was enthralling
when someone ventured to the city. The entire
village would gather at his place one night
before his departure to farewell him, and
advise him to be wary of the noxious and
dangerous city.
I remember very well when we were kids
how we used to turn up to the traveller's home
on his return from the city to welcome him on
his safe return and enjoy listening to the bizarre
tales about his adventure in the city. You too,
should remember well how he would tell us
about the trams, the high-rise buildings, and
how the streets were crammed full of people
until the early hours of the morning. We used
to listen carefully, afraid to miss any detail no
matter how trivial. Despite the simplicity of our
lives and the fear of the city, you and I
overcame that fear and dared to seek a better
life in the farthest corner of the earth to fulfil
our dreams. Wake up my friend and don't let
me curse the day I took on board your mother's
advice and bent backward to please my wife's
ambition for a better life.
Do you remember when we used to play
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football in the schoolyard with a homemade
ball of used material? We used to dream that
the day would come where we could leave the
village and move to the city seeking
entertainment, happiness and wealth, which
was the dream of everyone in the village.
I remember the days when we used to
play with the other kids from the newly
established public school. How they used to
express their displeasure with the village’s
routine life, and how hard they have tried
fruitlessly to break away from the village way
of life because they considered it the cemetery
of their aspirations.
Few kids ventured to the city believing it
was the only way to achieve their dreams and
ambitions. Quite a number of youths looked
beyond the city to fulfil their dreams because
they had heard of success stories, telling of the
achievement attained by their peers who left
the village and ventured overseas, seeking
fame, wealth and satisfaction, and you and I,
shared the same dream.
When we left school at the age of eleven,
we couldn't continue our secondary education,
because we had to travel to the city. The fees
and the cost of accommodation were far
beyond our parent's financial ability.
Ultimately, you and I succumbed to our
fate, and decided to remain in the village to
help our parents cultivate the land. There was
no mechanised equipment and the yoke was
301

George A. Salib

the only tool available to cultivate the land.
Do you remember how routinely the days
passed by, and how we used to come home
from a long and hard working day, make
ourselves comfortable on the ‘mastaba’ – an
outside stone or clay bench – and stare at the
sky and dream away? You refused to get
married, because you were afraid that you
would not be able to provide for your family.
Do you remember the days when you
used to question my motives for having
children? I will not forget the day you told me:
'I can see the anguish on your face, and I clearly
see a bleak future for you and your son. You
will not be able to afford the high cost of
education. Even if you mortgaged your land in
order to provide your son Sam with the
education he wanted, there will be no
guarantee of finding a suitable job for him.'
The day you applied to come to Australia,
you told me: 'Come with me. Can't you concede
that the harvests are declining and the cost of
living is rising? The crops are barely enough to
see you through the winter days, and you have
no chance of saving enough money to provide
for your three-year-old son's coming school
years. Can't you see that this is an impossible
mission?' You said to me: ‘Let's try our luck
somewhere else for the sake of your son's
future and the welfare of your family and mine.
At home, we will never be able to find a decent
paid job, and we will never be able to provide
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for our families with what we've considered to
be basic necessities.’
You begged me to discuss this situation
with my wife and told me that she could be
suffering the same as we were, and between her
and me, we may be able to find a solution to
these problems and provide our son with better
opportunities.
I took your advice on board, and here I am
sitting next to you in this chair begging you to
hear me, and pleading with you to wake up
and open your eyes and talk to me. I want to
share your dreams, the dreams of being able to
earn our living in dignity. Please, don't let me
down!"

When Kamal finished his reading episode, he gazed into
Ameer's face for a few seconds hoping to see any change
in his expression. Ameer's face was pale with an icy look
as if it was carved out of a firestone. His eyes were still
closed and no sign of warmth or colour was coming back
to his face. He was very saddened, but then he
remembered Bansi Ansari's advice. Do not expect miracles
the first time you talk to him. It'll take more than one
episode before you can raise his awareness. He returned
the earphones to Ameer's ears, switched on the tape
recorder and left the room broken-hearted.
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Kamal was preoccupied with the thought of going to the
hospital, and reciting selected emotional passages, which
might trigger a note in Ameer's brain to start the healing
process.
Dave realised that Kamal was absentminded and
behaving erratically. "You look like tired mate! Go home
early and if you don't feel up to it, tomorrow you can have
a day off."
"Thank you Mr Fares, I'll leave early today, but I'll be
all right for tomorrow." He took off his working overalls,
picked up his backpack and rushed out.
He arrived at the hospital on time, and as he walked
past the nurse's station, Nurse Darika greeted him with
the same words as yesterday. "Sorry mate! There's no
change."
Kamal walked into Ameer's room, switched off the
tape recorder, removed the earphones, sat on the chair
and put his feet on the edge of the bed.
"How are you today?" he asked. "It was a long and
hard working day for me. I hope you can brighten up my
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day by winking, twitching your lips or just by closing and
opening your hands, so I can tell that you know I'm here."
He studied Ameer's features for a while and realised
that he was not responding. He opened his notebook and
started reading:
"I remember the day when I was arguing
with my wife as to whether to migrate or not.
We heard a knock on the door, and your
mother walked in and greeted us with her
usual style. 'Good afternoon, I hope I did not
come at a bad time,' she said.
We welcomed her as usual and asked
about you, and if she had heard from you
lately, and with the usual wide smile on her
face, she said impatiently. 'I have received a
letter from him today, but I cannot wait until
my daughter comes home tonight to read it to
me and I am longing to hear his news. Would
you be kind and read the letter to me?'
See my friend. Your mother – Janette – is
longing to hear from you. She lives in the hope
that one day she'll take you between her strong
arms and squeeze the hell out of you. Do not
dishearten her, you're her only hope. You
should wake up and write to her. I cannot write
and tell her ‘sorry your son can't write to you
because he's in a coma!’ If she knew, she'd
surely have a heart attack. Please my friend,
tonight I want you to come back. I want you to
squeeze my hand, blink your eyes or shout at
me for annoying you. Do something I don't care
what as long as you show me a sign of
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recovery?
I can see the look on your mother's face
when she put her hand inside her baggy
jumper and searched, deep down, to her waist,
and came up with a folded envelope as if it had
been there for years. She put it on the table and
said. 'God bless you. Please read it to me. I am
very anxious to hear from him.'
My wife took the envelope and struggled
to retrieve the paper from inside it. She took out
a very neat coloured paper and read in a soft
voice. It was the most gratifying moment of my
life when I saw your mother's face beaming
with a wide and warm smile when Zahra read
the first sentence Dear mum. I wish you wake
up now and relive with me the moment when
my wife continued reading.
Dear mum, from a far distance beyond oceans,
high mountains and vast plains, I write to you this
letter. I send to you and to my dear sister my love
and respect. You are always in my heart. I miss you
so much, and I am longing for the day when I'll
come back home.
See my friend! You promised her you
would come home. You can't go back on your
word. You must wake up and fulfil a promise
you made to your mother.
You assured your mother in your letter
saying: Thank God, I am healthy and doing well in
my work. At this moment, I am not thinking of
going back home as you have always asked me to do.
Trust me mum; as soon as I can finalise my
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businesses, I will go back straight home to you, the
greatest mum in the world.
Forgive me mum for not writing to you
regularly. You're always in my heart, but I have a
lot to do and my businesses occupy almost all my
time.
You've asked her forgiveness for not
writing to her regularly, and you cannot ask me
to keep lying to her to keep her in suspense
until the day she would find out that I was a
liar. She will never forgive me for that.
My wife had to pause for a few seconds
and get your mother the glass of water she had
asked for, and then she continued. I enclose with
this letter a cheque for one thousand dollars to help
you make ends meet.
Finally, I embrace your virtuous hands and
ask All Mighty God to give you health and
happiness.
Your son,
Ameer.
At this moment, I cannot forget your
mother's instant reaction. She didn't wipe her
tears, but let them fall to dampen the dryness of
her lips. Do not let her cry again. Her tears have
dried up. Please get up and put a smile on your
mother's face. She deserves to experience some
happiness after a long and agonising wait.
I remember well how your mother raised
her hands in the air in a prayer position and
said, God guides you my son in every way and
returns you to me to see you, before I die.
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I had to listen to your mother and follow
you. I believed she wanted us to escape poverty
and be happy. I knew, deep down in my heart,
that she was going to miss us a lot, but she had
sacrificed her happiness to give us a better start
in life. Her voice is still ringing in my ears as
she told me. If you take my humble advice
seriously, pack up and go if you want to escape
poverty…!
Now, here I am my friend, sitting next to
your bed trying to remind you of our past, the
past that was the cornerstone to forge and build
on a better future. There's no point blaming the
past for our misfortune. We should've learned
from this misery to bring about a happier
future. I know you did your utmost to provide
for your family and build a better future for
yourself. I followed your steps hoping to
reunite with you and cherish our childhood
memories and work together to build a brighter
and happier future.
Please listen to me. My heart is shattered
and my soul is sad. My cross is heavier than I
can carry, and I'm so depressed and brokenhearted. I feel the pain ripping my heart. I can
bleed for so long but not forever. My only
concern is your health. Please come back and
don't let me suffer any longer, Please…!"
Kamal folded the notes; put them in his backpack and
gazed at Ameer's face hoping to see any change in his
features.
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"This is the second time I talk to you, he
said. You don't bother to give me the slightest
indication that you are listening. I hope you
change your mind after I leave you and think of
tomorrow as another day and another ray of
hope that will lighten your life and snap you
out of your unconsciousness so you, my wife,
your mother, your sister Mary and I, will
celebrate the resurrection of a man we love so
dearly. Good night my good friend and I'll see
you tomorrow at the same time."

Kamal stood up wearily and gazed discontentedly at
Ameer through his watery eyes that were full of unshed
tears. Then he returned the earphones to Ameer's ears,
switched on the tape recorder and left the room
disgruntled.
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walked out of the hospital door emotionally
drained. He was shattered and petrified, as if he was the
only person in the world facing such a desperate situation.
His immediate reaction was to go home on public
transport, but after a short walk towards the bus stop, he
realised that he was not in the mood to use public
transport. He felt weak, depressed and down in the
dumps. He hailed a taxi instead, gave the driver the
address and sat in the back seat watching people. Some
were running to catch the tram; others were walking at a
snail's pace, as if they have not a single worry in the
world. He closed his eyes and drifted in his thoughts to
the day when his wife took advantage of Ameer's mother,
encouraging them to migrate for a few years to make a
fortune and then return home with enough wealth to
build a much brighter future. This event flashed in front of
his eyes, and he examined it frame by frame.
Kamal could see in his mind's eye how Zahra had
built up on Janette's suggestion and grasped this window
of opportunity, as if she was waiting for it to open. With a
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victorious voice, she told Ameer's mother that she had
tried so often to convince her husband to migrate. Thus
far, he was not open to any concept other than staying put,
believing that the nation depended on him, and that if he
left the whole system would collapse.
Kamal felt that Ameer's mother and his wife had
cornered him. It seemed to him both had worked this out
before and managed to stage it. He didn't want to leave
and was scared of the unknown. He remembered now
how he had stared at his wife, raised his finger in a
challenging sign warning her:
‘Most of our people suffer from poverty
and neglect. If everyone decides to leave his
homeland and emigrate, then who will stay
behind to defend the nation and manage its
affairs?’
Janette was very sensitive to the issue and tried to
save a conflict between him and his wife, so she stepped
in, and he could hear her exact words ringing in his ears.
‘Let me tell you son,’ she said. ’The
strength of any nation and its prosperity is
determined by the strength of its inhabitants.
You know as well as I do that poor people are
strangers in their homeland. Look back in time
to your parents and grandparents. Because they
were poor people, they could not influence the
system in any way, nor be recognised by the
system as a citizen with rights and obligations.
Beggars cannot be choosers. We're a burden on
politicians, and they will only recognise us just
before an election. Look at me; I am in my late
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sixties. After the death of my husband, no one
cared about me, neither the social system nor
the government. If my son Ameer – God bless
him – did not emigrate, and send me money to
live on, nobody knows what could've
happened to me. I could've been roaming the
streets begging for a living. Think of your
future and the welfare of your family. Do what
is good for you and do not let emotions
influence your decision.’
Zahra was eager to seek a better future regardless of
circumstances, so she exploited the window of
opportunity again and tried to capitalise on Janette's
statement. She could see Kamal's features were relaxing.
He looked defeated. She took his hands, looked at Janette
and in a warm voice she said:
‘You're right, and we thank you for your
concern. I do understand my husband's stance,
and if I were in his shoes, I'd do the same. I do
love my country as much as he does, but I had
to make a decision no matter how drastic the
outcome. My family needs to have a sound
future. It is up to us as parents to do our utmost
to secure their future. What's wrong if we
migrate for five or six years, and then we come
back with enough money to be comfortable?
Our status will be highly regarded, and
consequently, we can play a more active role. I
don't understand why my dear husband is so
fond of the land. He thinks if he migrates even
for a short time, the temples of the nation will
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collapse.’
Janette was sympathetic and understanding, she
gave Kamal a haughty look.
‘I am proud of you son, she said, and I
value your stance, but unfortunately the system
doesn't value these honourable principles. If
you want to be heard, you must be one of the
dirty rich dozens who run this country like a
farm of their own, or you must be an obedient
servant to one of the feudal lords who run this
country as a feudality of their own.’
It was extremely hard for Kamal to stand up against
two marvellous women, especially when he looked into
his wife's eyes. Zahra looked back unwaveringly into his
eyes for a few seconds then turned to Janette and said in a
heartening manner.
‘I am bewildered. My husband refuses to
be treated as a ‘fence sitter'. He likes to be a
contributor, but in view of our social status, I
cannot see that happening. In fact, I don't care
about my own future. However, I am resolved
to do everything in my power to guarantee our
son's future. I will not hesitate to sacrifice
everything in life to accomplish this goal. On
the other hand, my husband looks at life from a
different perspective. He is ready to sacrifice his
future and ours for the sake of the nation. I do
have a great respect for his principles, but we
should realise that he who cannot provide for
his family and secure a respectable future, will
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never be able to protect and secure his country.’
Kamal did not respond to Zahra’s statement.
However, he understood his wife's ambition. She was
eager and gritty to be rich and nothing would stand in her
way to reach her goals. He sank back in his chair, crossed
his hands over his waist, stared at the wall trying to avoid
eye contact with his wife and Ameer's mother, and
wandered away. He was trying to explore his inner self;
perhaps he could make sense of what was going on
around him, as he saw everything in favour of migration.
He thought the dreadful situation was predestined and
could not be avoided. To live in dignity and pride was
impossible. Social and political reform was a dream, and
the rebirth of a nation was a mirage. To take a risk and
venture for the sake of a better future was worth
considering, and to seek stability and freedom were a
sanctified right of every citizen!
Janette interpreted the pain in Kamal's expression.
She put her hand on his shoulder and said with a
compassionate tone.
‘What's wrong my son? You look as if
you've seen a ghost? Do not be so patriotic and
heroic and waste away your family's future.
You're the breadwinner of this family. On your
shoulders rests the responsibility of providing
and caring. Don't let your emotions control
your destiny. Think logically and make the
right decision, the decision which will serve the
purpose of providing a decent future for you
and your family.’
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Kamal became conscious of his defeat. He took a
deep breath, stood up, put his hands in his pockets and
walked around the room, then glanced at Ameer's mother
and said.
‘To leave my home is a decision so hard to
make, but to stay without rights and dignity, is
a situation I am not prepared to accept! The
future here is one of poverty and deprivation!
Alienation is ambiguous and uncertain. To
choose the ambiguous is a dangerous venture,
but it seems to me that the alienation is a fate I
have to accept and there is no other substitute,
but to emigrate!’
Zahra could not believe her ears. She did not expect
her husband to change his mind so quickly and decide to
immigrate. She sat on the sofa, put her head in the palms
of her hands and sobbed loudly. Who knows? These tears
could be the tears of joy or maybe the tears of fear, a
decision she played a big role in making.
Janette sprung to her feet, hugged Kamal with a
motherly instinct and congratulated him for making the
right decision! She prayed to God to bless them and
protect them in their journey in pursuit of their dream.
She pledged to ask her daughter to write to Ameer to help
with the application and be their sponsor.
Kamal was contemplating the past events as if he
was watching a slow motion picture. He examined every
scene frame by frame trying to find a connection between
his wife's determination in emigrating and the sudden
behavioural change. He was incensed with Janette for
siding with his wife and convincing him to pack up and
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travel. However, as he was trying to make sense out of
what had happened in the past, he thought to himself.
"I think I should be happy that I listened to her and
came out here. Destiny has played its role, and here I am
beside Ameer in this unfortunate circumstance to lend
him support as his mother did for us."
Kamal's vision was suddenly interrupted. He was
awakened by the taxi driver’s harsh voice requesting the
payment of ten dollars and fifty cents.
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The next day, Kamal walked into the hospital's foyer half
an hour early, feeling exhausted after a long and hard
working day. He felt hungry, low spirited and
disorientated. He decided to have a cappuccino and a
piece of cheesecake; in the hope that the caffeine would
give him the lift he needed to get him through this reading
episode. He entered the coffee lounge and chose a table
next to the window overlooking the central square. He did
not pay attention to the movement of the people in the
square, whether they were leisurely walking, window
shopping or running to catch the tram home. He was
shattered emotionally and physically, as the last day of
therapy was getting closer and Ameer was not showing
any improvement. Once he had a snack and a bit of a rest,
he felt refreshed and thought optimistically. "Ameer is
going to reward me tonight with a smile, a flutter of an
eye or a touch of a hand." He leapt to his feet to pay the
cashier commenting, “Thanks that was scrumptious.”
As he walked by the nurse's station, nurse Darika
eyed him compassionately. Kamal understood her gesture
317

George A. Salib

as she raised her hands questionably. He greeted her
hastily, ignoring her gesture. "Sorry sir, no sign of
recovery," she said. Her remark was barely audible yet fell
on his ears with a thunderous intensity. Tears misted his
eyes profusely. He managed to fight back his tears and
walked unsteadily as if he had been defeated. He entered
Ameer's room and probed him with a critical gaze that
confirmed nurse Darika's remark. He switched off the tape
recorder, removed the earphones, took a seat next to the
bed, closed his weary eyes and contemplated for a few
moments. He eyed his friend with great sadness, and with
a quivering tone, he started.
"How are you mate? Today is our fourth encounter
with this therapy. You'll make my day if I can see a little
flicker in your eyes." However, on close examination of
Ameer's features, he started to doubt the effectiveness of
the music therapy. Nevertheless, he decided to go ahead
with tonight's reading and discuss it later with Bansi
Ansari.
Kamal chose not to recite memories he had prepared
earlier and decided instead to tell Ameer how he felt the
day he had farewelled him at the wharf. He folded the
notes, put them in his backpack, closed his eyes and
relived the day the ship took his friend – Ameer – to this
predestined fate.
“Do you remember that moment in time
when you decided to venture to a new country
seeking wealth? You'd told me it was going to
be for only a few years, and you would return
with enough money that would warrant
comfortable living for you and your family for
years to come. I will not forget the moment the
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ship started to move away, increasing its speed
as it entered farther into the sea and waning
beyond the horizon. The sun was about to set,
spreading its rays like golden threads, weaving
a sash that shadowed the mountains in
tranquillity and haughtiness.
I will remember those moments and
cherish them for the rest of my life. I could see
you standing high on the deck of the ship
waving to your mother, sister and all the
villagers who had came to farewell you and
prayed for your safe and imminent return. I
remember how the mountains were stunning in
the far horizon and fading behind a veil of
twilight dimness. The clouds in the sky were
moving strangely, overlapping in a farewell
dance and embracing wildly, emanating
trajectories of fire illuminating the sky,
followed by thunderous sounds.
We were all crying; your mother, your
sister, my wife and I. The clouds started to cry
too, mourning the departure of the nation's
sons. Who knows – someone shouted in the
crowd – maybe they will never return! Then the
drops of crystal tears gathered strength and
became a deluge, washing mountains and
valleys from the residue of shame and
opprobrium formed through years of neglect
and consolidated by man.
A gusty wind blew, slapping the face of
the mountains and shaking the country's
forests, causing the flowers of the motherland
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to fall and float away by a stream of rivulets
and rivers to the seas of dispossession and
denial.
I remember this scene like it was
happening today. Nature's reaction to the
departure of the nation's most needed sons had
an effect on me, and I wanted to cry, but tears
refused to grant me my wish.
Do you remember the first letter I wrote to
you? Maybe not, nevertheless, let me remind
you.
The minute the ship moved out of my
sight, I stood astonished and absentminded. I
stood motionlessly as my mind drifted back to
the days of our childhood. I reminded you in
my letter of the days we played football and
fished in the river using stone traps. The
thoughts took me back to the days where we
used to play in the snowfields making
snowballs and rolling them down the slope. I
took you back in time to the first fight we had. I
destroyed your snowman and we were
disciplined.”
Kamal could not resist any more and a few drops of warm
tears rolled down his cold cheek releasing some of the
tension. He composed himself then he continued.
“I want our childhood memories to
flourish. I want to share them with you. I want
to laugh with you. I want to grow up with you
and share the same dream of returning to the
country which we have abandoned seeking
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wealth. I want you to come with me and help
me wipe the tears of the people whom we have
left behind, and tell them to stop crying and do
not commiserate us. We have emigrated and
left behind relatives who questioned our
motive. They now call on us to come back. How
many times did they tell us not to leave? How
many times did they tell us we are chips off the
old block? Stay behind, fight for your rights
and help build a strong nation, for the nation to
thrive it needs to have patriots ready and
willing to defend the land and protect its
glorious past.
Your words are still echoing in my ears
giving me vigour and pride. You told me that
our motherland needs us to be honest builders –
to build our suburbs not with houses built out
of mud and straw, but castles built out of cut
rocks. To be strong farmers willing to cultivate
the land, so we can enjoy our own produce and
stop depending on imports. The nation needs to
have its elders retaining their respect and be
respected mentors. Moreover, it needs honest
teachers to educate the future generations.
I want you to hear your old folks calling:
'Why do you emigrate? When you leave your
home, you will suffer mentally and emotionally
as will the nation. The mountains will cry and
shed tears of longing. The flowers in the garden
will miss you. The whole nation with its
mountains and valleys, its flowers and morning
dew are calling us to return.
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Please come back my friend. Do not leave
us. Your mother needs you, and your sister is
longing to embrace you. I want you to come
back and share with me our dreams, the
dreams of coming back home healthier,
wealthier and wiser.”
Kamal felt a choking sensation and struggled to breathe.
He stopped reciting temporarily, reached for his backpack
and retrieved a bottle of water. He took a mouthful and
put it next to him. He felt a bit better as his breathing
returned to its normal rhythm. He adjusted his posture
and scanned Ameer's face, probing for any sign that might
show the extent of his responsiveness to this bizarre
therapy. He couldn't see any sign of life. Ameer's face was
white and no sign of blood circulation. His eyes were
similar to two small balls of opaque glass – no rays of
hope could penetrate them.

“This is the third time I have spoken to you,
and you didn't bother giving me the slightest
indication that you were listening. Tomorrow is our
last encounter before I have to decide the next course
of action. Don't let me carry the thought of guilt for
the rest of my life. Think it over, and I'll see you
tomorrow at the same time.”
Kamal switched the tape recorder on, returned the
earphones to Ameer's ears and left the room,
contemplating, once more.
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Kamal

started to feel the pressure, as four days had
passed with no progress. He eyed Bansi Ansari
suspiciously. "Ameer isn't getting any better despite your
assurance that it will work. I want to believe you and have
faith in your therapy, for this is my last line of defence in
getting Ameer out of his unconscious state. You've
encouraged me not to give up, to persist in reading
anything I shared with him before the accident and he
would respond. So far, I did everything precisely as you
have instructed me, but nothing has happened and
Ameer's condition remains unchanged."
"The recovery of patients ailing with permanent
vegetative state doesn't come about progressively; on the
contrary, it happens suddenly. Be optimistic. Tonight we
should all go; you, your wife, Michael and if possible
Virginia too. We will hold hands in a circle, and you will
recite the most touching memories. We will all chant with
you, and by holding hands, our collective energy will
harvest the cosmic power and channel it through our
bodies to his and hope that it will trigger a response,"
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Bansi Ansari replied.

They all met at the hospital foyer. Bansi Ansari explained
to them the procedure, “Kamal will hold Ameer's and
Virginia's hand, Zahra will hold Virginia's and my hand
and Michael will hold mine and Ameer's hand.”
They went into Ameer's room and stood in a circle
holding hands as directed. Kamal seemed extremely
nervous. His face was pale and his hands were trembling.
Virginia squeezed his hand giving him some assurance
and nodded to him to start reciting the final episode.
Kamal did not have to read from the notes that he
had prepared. He knew they would be holding hands,
and he was not supposed to break the circle. He’d studied
the notes and made sure that he’d learnt them by heart.
However, to be on the safe side, he opened the notebook
and put it on the bed, just in case he needed it. Virginia
noticed the hindrance and squeezed his hand again.
Kamal became conscious of the delay he had caused, and
with a trembling voice and fading hope, he started.
“This is the last time I'll probably be
talking to you. My choices are meagre my
friend. In fact, if you don't wake up I'll have no
other choice, but to pull the plug on you.
Alternatively, you may prefer to live in limbo
between two worlds neither of which actually
wants you. I'm not giving you an ultimatum,
but in this world and in these circumstances,
my choices are either come back or die – it's
your choice mate, please come back.”
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Kamal paused momentarily to regain the rhythm of his
breathing, then continued.
“You and I, have walked on many thorny
paths from our childhood, through our
adolescent life until this moment. We were
enthusiastic about our venture in the hope that
this move would lead us to a new, smoother
path. We were wrong my friend! I prefer to
suffer from poverty and neglect, endure the
pain of failure and humiliation, rather than see
you in this unimaginable state. Please riposte
and prove me wrong.”
Kamal could not compose himself. He ceased reciting and
sobbed loudly as they all chanted together.
“Please come back, please come back.”
Kamal slipped his hand out of Virginia's and wiped
his tears with the back of his hand. Bansi Ansari urged
him not to break the circle and to continue with his recital
uninterrupted. Kamal adhered to his request.
“Do you remember the day they all came
to the wharf? Parents, relatives, friends and the
villagers, they all came to farewell you. You’re
the first of our village who took the risk and
ventured abroad seeking a better living
standard. I can see it clearly, as if I'm standing
on the wharf right now. Your mother and sister
were crying and praying; friends were openly
cheering and covertly fearing. Do not forget us
they said: keep writing, soon all of us from this
shore we'll be parting.
As the ship sounded its last warning, I
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watched you standing near the ship’s
gangplank waving the last farewell. Do you
remember what your mother whispered to you
while trying to hide her tears? I'm sure you do,
for how could you forget her warmth when she
hugged you and said:
Oh son…! Do not disparage your morals
and values, and do not forget whom you are
regardless of circumstances. Live your life the
way you lived at home with morals and great
beliefs, avoiding anything that may cause you
to pervert.
I memorised every word, she said. They
are engraved in my heart. She directed you to
follow the right path, as your father did, and
promised to be with you wherever you may be,
and you responded by embracing her – with a
sobering voice, you said.
Do not be alarmed mum! – That is exactly
what you said. Do not be alarmed mum – I will
always be straight. It cannot be otherwise. I am
your son remember! My father is my mentor. I
will never let you down. Therefore, don't let her
down. Wake up now.
With a blubbing voice he repeated, Wake
up you little bugger … wake up!
They all chanted in one voice three times:
Wake up!
Wake up!
Wake up!”
Kamal paused for a moment while scanning Ameer's face
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for any sign of life. He was disappointed and felt betrayed
by Bansi's promise and assurance. His friend was not
responding, and he started to doubt the effectiveness of
this treatment. Then he suddenly remembered Bansi's
instruction. During your reading episode do not allow negative
thoughts to cross your mind. Negative thinking will reduce the
effectiveness of the treatment. He composed himself and
resumed where he had stopped.
“You promised your mother not to nullify
nor revoke your pledge to her. You said, My
word of honour I pledge to you. I will not
jeopardise my father's reputation at any price.
The scene of you looking at your mother's face
and watching a tear running down her
sunburned cheek, is still with me today. You
put the palm of your hand under her chin and
lifted it up slightly so you could see into her
eyes. Do you still remember what you told her?
Let me refresh your memory, just in case you
forgot. You told her:
Do not cry mum,
your tears break my heart,
and your silence burns my soul.
Do not worry mum…
I will not lose my way.
My tradition is deep-rooted
and no wind will uproot it,
no matter how strong it blows.
I am your faithful son.
Trust me mum as I trust your judgment.
I will not bend, I will not stray.
I will uphold your values.
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They are with me here to stay.
I will honour you mum,
here and there, in every way.
Do you remember how your mother held back her tears
and replied in an encouraging tone?
O son…!
Do not stay far and hold.
Your mother is frail and old.
Who knows if I will be living?
Until the day, I see you coming.
I remember how tight you held your
mother, and how you let your fingers gently
caress her hair trying to assure her of your
imminent return.”
Kamal sobbed loudly and almost choked on his tears.
Everyone shared his sorrow and shed tears. He realised
that this vigil was not going to work, and soon he would
have to face the unimaginable. He wondered how soon he
would have to announce the decisive words "YES PULL
THE PLUG", and wondered if he would be able to say it.
He released Virginia's hand and wiped his tears then
grabbed her hand so tight it nearly stopped the flow of
blood. He breathed deeply and with a shattered voice, he
said.
“This is the last time I will remind you of
the last words you said to your mother and
sister Mary. You wrote these words to your
mother. She handed it over to me to give it to
you as a reminder of your promise to her. Now
I am in a state of uncertainty because I do not
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know how I am going to face your mother and
say to her. Sorry I could not deliver on my
promise because your son has failed to hear my
unrelenting request. My only hope now that
you are listening to me and wake up and carry
out your promise, and if you do not honour
your pledge, I'll pull the plug on you, and
you're a dead man.
I do not need to read your letter, because I
have read it so many times and every word of it
is engraved in my heart and no matter what
happens, it will stay there and no one will ever
efface it.
Kamal closed his eyes, took a deep breath and with a
strange sensational feeling he chanted these words like a
tenor performing on a stage. It was like cadence coming
from a broken heart.
“Mum…!
I had to leave you and Mary alone
and seek wealth away from home.
It’s a risk I had to take
for at home, I have no stake!
Soon…!
To you I will return
with what I've earned will be enough
for you to spend with open hand.
Standing high, and fear no plight
happy, wealthy, full of might.
To you mum,
I will return…!
Wake up you little bastard and go home.
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They all chanted three times:
Wake up and go home!
Wake up and go home!
Wake up and go home!"
Kamal released his hand again and wiped his tears. He
stared at the notebook as he laid it on the bed and saw
drops of tears forming round circles on the opened page
leaving mashed traces of running ink on the paper, and
before he was about to resume reading, the door opened
and Dr Lukas walked in. He stopped at the door. "Sorry I
didn't mean to interrupt," he said and proceeded to walk
out.
"Please come in and share with us the last moment,"
Virginia asked politely.
Dr Lukas apologised for his interruption and tried to
close the door and leave civilly, but at the request of
Virginia, he decided not to hurt their feelings – he joined
in despite his objection to this sort of healing therapy. He
held Kamal's hand from one side and Ameer's from the
other side. Kamal held Dr Lukas’ hand tight and moved
his gaze slowly to look into the eyes of every person
present. He sighed heavily and said:
"You are my witness. I did everything in my power. I
owe it to you, for without your help and support, I
couldn't have done what I did. God is my shepherd. He
will guide me to make the right decision." Then he gazed
at Ameer long and hard fearing the worst. He tilted his
head backwards and gazed at the ceiling, as if he was
calling to God to hear his prayers and bring his friend to
life. Then, with a trembling voice and breaking lines, he
whispered.
330

Station Pier

“Do not leave us! Stay with us for the sake
of your mother. She has suffered enough. She
was weak and emotionally drained, but she
managed to pull the last thread of strength
when she farewelled you. She didn't want you
to assume that because of your action, she is
suffering. She gathered her strength, smiled
and whispered into your ears.
O son…!
Earn your living in dignity,
With high repute and honesty.
Be vigilant my son..!
Expatriation will perish ancestry and
nobility,
the suffering it will bring, will last until
eternity.
Be vigilant my son..!
Do not let opulence destroy your
modesty.
Do not trade for anything, your honour or
dignity.
I want you to honour your promise to
your mother. This is your last chance to make it
up to her. Damn it my friend. Do you
remember how many times you assured her of
your imminent return? Did you forget how you
laid your hands on her shoulders and calmly
promised?
O mum…!
Neither doubt my honesty,
nor qualm my dignity.
I will preserve it forever,
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with clarity and purity.
She hugged you tight and said.
O sonny!'
A journey you had to take,
with God’s blessing you will make.
Go sonny…
Go and search for your dream
and be happy as it deem.
To mighty God I will pray,
to be with you in every way
Go sonny…
Go and search for your dream.
Your dream my friend hasn't come true
yet. Get up and fulfil your dream.”

Kamal scanned Ameer's face with eagle eyes, but to his
disappointment, there was no sign of life. Ameer's face
was paler than he had ever seen it and the figures on the
monitor were reading lower than usual. He foresaw
trouble and prayed silently to God to spare him the
agonising decision he had to take if this treatment failed.
Then with a sobbing and trembling voice, he yelled:
“I am ordering you.
Do not die on me!
Come back!
We need you.
Your mother needs you.
And all together they chanted:
Don't leave us in sorrow.
Come back …
Come back …”
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Suddenly, they stopped chanting and stared at
Ameer's face in disbelief. Were they witnessing a miracle
or just a mirage? They could not believe their eyes as they
observed a single tear rolling gracefully down Ameer's
cheek. It followed the contour of his nose to the left corner
of his lips and disappeared. They released each other's
hands and raised them in the air in a praying gesture and
instantly together they cried out:
"Halleluiah…
He's back…
He's alive…
He's back with us.
Then they heard what they feared most:
Beep…
Beep…
Beep…"
The cycle graphs on the monitor dropped to become
a horizontal green line. Dr Lukas leant forward, put his
index and middle finger on the aorta of Ameer's neck and
declared.
"I have no pulse."
He gazed at Kamal and sighed, "Your friend doesn't
wish you to live the rest of your life with the thought that
you were the one who put an end to his life. He released
you from your obligation. Of his own will, he crossed to
the valley of shadows, peacefully and with dignity."

Kamal descended into a state of confusion, unable to
comprehend what Dr Lukas was saying. He was stunned
to see them all with tears in their eyes. He fixed his gaze
on his wife who was weeping uncontrollably and Virginia
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was comforting her. He stood unable to act, mystified and
bewildered. The scene of his wife crying hysterically
triggered a sense of reality, and he glanced briefly at the
monitor and realised the reality of the unforeseen. Now he
had to accept that the final episode of his treatment did
not produce the result he’d hoped for. Ameer was dead
and he couldn’t do anything about it. He was helpless and
incapable of turning the clock back. He knelt beside the
bed, bowed his head and buried his face between the
palms of his hands. He felt a sharp pain in his stomach as
if his intestines were knotting and tightening. The pain
was excruciating and becoming intolerable. All of a
sudden, he let out the long, bitter howl of a man deeply
wounded. The sound that shrieked out of his throat was
not like a normal human sound, but similar to the cry of a
wolf on a moonless night. He focused on Dr Lukas and
profoundly begged him.
"Do something…
You are a bloody doctor.
Save his life.
Don't let him die." Then he cried hysterically and
begged Dr Lukas again,
"Please help him. He is my friend…!
He is so young. It is far too early.
His mother needs him.
Please do something…! I beg you … I beg y…," and
he fell to the floor.
Zahra screamed hysterically and rushed to her
husband's aid calling on Dr Lukas for help.
Dr Lukas was quick to act and assured Zahra that
her husband had fainted and he would be all right. He
checked his airways for blockages and made sure he was
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still breathing. Then he laid him flat with his legs elevated
in order to increase the flow of blood to his head. His
quick action brought about a rapid return of
consciousness. Kamal sat up unaware of what had
happened to him.
Virginia scanned the room for Ansi Bansari, but he
was nowhere to be found. The minute he realised that his
therapy had failed, he took advantage of the state of
confusion when Kamal fainted and had sneaked out
unnoticed.
While Zahra was comforting her husband, Dr Lukas
left the room. After a short time, he came back and sat
next to Kamal. He reassured him of his wellbeing and
gave him a pill. "Swallow this with a glass of water," then
gave his wife two more pills. "Take him home," he said.
"Give him one tablet with a glass of water in four hours
time and let him rest. Soon he'll be fine."
Zahra took a look at the pills, and was not surprised
to notice a large letter ‘V’ imprinted on one side and the
word Valium inscribed on the other. She gazed at Dr
Lukas and asked, "What will we do now?"
Dr Lukas looked at Zahra and was sorry to see this
family go to hell and back. Their dreams of a happier life
had became nightmares, their enthusiasm along with their
aspirations and dreams seemingly vanished the minute
their friend Ameer ceased to exist. He felt sad and
sympathetic. He came up to Zahra, hugged her with
kindness and said. "There is nothing you can do now. You
could stay with him for a while, then take your husband
and go home. You ought to seek the services of a funeral
director. They know what to do, that’s their job.
Michael was traumatised. This was his second
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encounter with death – he was acquainted with the
procedures. He walked up to Zahra. "Let's go home,
Kamal needs a rest and we have a job to do."
Virginia nodded in approval, and held on to Zahra,
while Michael held on to Kamal. They left the hospital
leaving behind a dead friend and a shattered dream.
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Ameer's death had a negative impact on Kamal's life. He
became wild, unruly and irrational. He couldn't think
clearly, as thoughts were always crowded in his head and
racing at the speed of lightning. He could not concentrate
on one happening at a time, was shattered emotionally
and physically as sleep had been hard to get hold of, and
when he managed to get some sleep, he would always be
woken, panic-stricken by nightmares, in the middle of the
night.
Despite his wife's objection, he insisted on visiting
Ameer's grave every Sunday. His regular visits to the
cemetery had caused a few problems. Sam became
secluded, and the signs of loneliness were obvious, as he
talked less and rarely played or asked to be taken to play
with friends. His school reports showed a lack of progress
and the need for help in English. Zahra noticed her son's
state of seclusion and blamed it all on her husband's
persistent visits to Ameer's grave. She thought that
Kamal's edginess, reclusion, stubbornness and repression,
which caused many problems at home, were related to
337

George A. Salib

Ameer's death. These changes of behaviour had made
living at home unbearable and she was determined to
change them at any cost. She urged her husband to accept
the fact that Ameer was dead and there was no point in
languishing a couple of hours every Sunday at his
gravesite. In the end, her efforts to convince him that the
time he used up at the cemetery, would be better spent at
home with his family, had paid off.
Kamal, became conscious of his wife's determination
to put an end to his visits, and understood their effect on
his son's behaviour. His devotion to his family finally
outweighed his sense of duty to his dead friend. In the
end he succumbed to the fact that Ameer was dead and he
was not going to gain anything from being two hours next
to his grave mourning and torturing himself. He decided
to put an end to his visits. The time he spent at Ameer's
grave, was perhaps the result of guilt. The guilt of telling
Ameer's sister, Mary not to inform her mother about her
son's death, fearing that she would not be able to handle
the sad news. Now Kamal felt that his decision had
deprived Janette of her natural right to grieve for her
beloved son.

It was the last Sunday of June that marked the two-year
anniversary of Ameer's death. Kamal decided to pay his
last homage – to turn over an old and sorrowful page of
the dreadful story of a man who took risks in pursuit of
his dreams.
On his way to the cemetery, Kamal stopped at a
florist. He browsed around unable to decide which
flowers to buy. The florist noticed his indecision and
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approached.
"Can I help you sir?" she asked courteously.
Kamal paused for a moment reluctantly, but her
friendly smile encouraged him to show his intent and he
explained cautiously.
"This is going to be my last visit to my friend's grave
site. I want to get some kind of hardy flowers that will
endure a longer life."
The florist pointed with her hand over to a stand of
flowers. "This is a beautiful selection of artificial flowers.
Have a look around and call me if you need anything
else."
Kamal had a good look at the flowers, and selected a
variety including oxeye daisy, cockscomb and carnations,
the type of flowers found in abundance in their village. He
paid for the flowers, got in the taxi that was waiting for
him and headed to the cemetery.

At the main gate of the cemetery, Kamal paid the taxi
driver and strolled across the graveyard. He reached
Ameer's grave and stood silently. The first thing that came
into his mind was to clean up around the headstone. He
sat on the grass facing the midday sun, began to clean the
dead leaves and dusted off the dirt. After that he arranged
the flowers and began to clean around Ameer's
photograph. As he was about to brush out some bird
droppings, he stopped temporarily and looked intently at
the photograph. He did not change a bit, he said to himself.
He still has the same piercing look in his olive brown eyes, a
distinctive large hooked nose and a moustache very similar to a
bicycle handle bar. As he stared into Ameer's eyes, a flood of
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childhood memories flashed back, from their school days
until this very moment. He cherished every scene, every
event and every experience whether it was a happy or a
sad one. Suddenly, a car inching its way around the bend
interrupted his thoughts. He raised his head to see a
Holden vehicle. It kept rolling and stopped just one grave
to his left. The motor kept idling for a while and no one
stepped out. Kamal became suspicious and remained
focused on the driver's door. Finally, the door opened and
an old man struggled to get out of the car. His right leg
showed first, then after a while his second leg set firmly
on the ground. With his hand holding the side of the door,
he managed to get out of the car, closed the door then
struggled to stand up with the help of the walking stick.
He managed to waddle around and opened the boot of the
car. Picking up what looked like a portable chair, he
hobbled out towards the grave. He appeared to be in his
eighties and well groomed. His back arched and he
walked with difficulty, but steadily. He reached the
freshly dug grave next to Ameer's, unfolded the chair, set
it firmly on the ground and relieved his weary legs of his
weight. He sat on the chair breathing heavily trying to
regain some of his strength, then he glanced at Kamal and
managed to say, "G'day mate."
Kamal looked at the man intently and said, "Good
morning sir."
The man paused for a while. "It's a nice day for a
visit. Is he your brother?"
"This is a friend of mine," Kamal replied.
"He must've been a very close friend," the man
remarked.
Kamal instantly felt comfortable talking to this man.
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He introduced himself and told him briefly about his
relationship with Ameer from their early boyhood time
until this moment.
The man kept nodding from time to time
encouraging Kamal to continue. He then introduced
himself as Khaled Yousef Khaled, and told him that his
father died last week aged 104 years. This was his first
visit to his father’s grave.
"It is nice to live to such an age if you have good
health," Kamal commented.
"My father was a real battler; he worked hard and
lived well."
Kamal did not react to Khaled's response, choosing
to avoid further conversation on personal topics. Instead,
he reverted to ponder over his own problem. Khaled read
the signs of graveness in Kamal’s face, and decided to find
out the reason for this. He fixed his eyes on Kamal and
asked.
"How do you like it here?"
"We're very pleased with the way we have been
accepted and treated. We’re grateful for being given equal
opportunity to explore our potential the best we can.
However, my wife desires to go back home as soon as
possible."
Why is that?" Khaled asked.
"Well! We came here with a purpose of making a
better living and when we save enough money that
warrants a better future for us at home, we'll go back,"
Kamal responded.
"Don't think of it mate!"
"Why not?"
Khaled stared at Kamal for a short time then he said.
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"My father came here at the tender age of twenty and
married at twenty-two. A year later, I was born; that
makes me eighty-one years old. Since I was a little kid, I
heard quite a number of people who thought likewise and
went back home, only they came back again."
"Why should they come back? Surely, they must
have had enough money to secure them a better standard
of living," Kamal protested.
"Because they realised that the system that forced
them to leave their motherland was still the same, if not
operative on a higher scale," Khaled confirmed.
"Maybe by the time we return, things will be better,"
Kamal argued.
"Don't be naïve. You know as well as I do that since
the beginning of time, God gave our people a country rich
in oil and natural resources, and they messed her up. Also,
I don't think that you can argue with me here that God
also gave you a beautiful country that is supposed to be
heaven on earth and you people managed to muddle her
up too."
"What will I do? My wife is adamant, and desires to
take her chances and return."
"I am sure you will not return to your motherland,
and even if you do, you'll come back again."
"What makes you so sure?" Kamal asked.
"Look around you my friend," Khaled said. “The
evidence to the truth of what I’m saying is here. Look at
the graves beside and behind at the opposite side and
around you. These graves are for many people who had
the same idea as yours but they never made it back. Look
at the grave on my left. This grave is for the great
grandson of one of our people who had the same idea as
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you. This is unquestionable evidence you cannot deny.
Use your judgment and do not fool around."
"I don’t think I have any other option. Although the
society embraced us warmly and treated us kindly, we
still have the feeling of non-belonging. We feel like
strangers no matter how long we have been here. We are
feeling alone with little friends and no relatives. My wife
thinks we must work hard, save enough money as quickly
as we can and return home."
"Listen to me my friend," Khaled cautioned him.
"Maybe you have to take some of the blame yourself and
stop blaming others for your miseries. Why don't you
open up a little and start living? This is your country and
you are a member of this society. You have to make
ground and have an effect on the people around you. This
fair dinkum society offers a fair go for all. This is the home
for your children and great grandchildren. This is your
last refuge. Protect her with your life because if you fail,
you'll have no other place to call home. Defend her with
your soul, so that the future of your son and your
descendents will be in safe hands."
Kamal could not betray his motherland, the place of
his birth, a country that gave him a good upbringing, solid
in culture and tradition. He could not wipe out the
memory of a childhood that he had cherished with his
parents, relatives and friends. It was true that the system
in his birthplace was corrupt – the fervent politicians were
motivated religiously and their only interest was to
remain in power. They did not even provide people with
the very basic rights and treated their constituencies with
contempt. Nevertheless, it was his birthplace, where his
roots took hold and thrived. It was very painful in
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anyone's language to think of betraying his whole self and
forego the entire way of life he had been used to.
He knew only too well that Australia had provided
him with refuge and gave him equal opportunity to
achieve his goals and fulfil his dreams. The society
embraced him warmly, and treated him kindly and gave
him a fair go. It was clear-cut that his roots would take
longer to grow in the new soil, but when they did, they
would flourish and yield the fruits he was longing for.
Kamal momentarily became confused and loneliness
struck him like a sledgehammer. He briefly considered the
people's attitude towards him and found it occasionally
hostile and discouraging. His emotions were crushing; he
felt down in the dumps and longed for the family
togetherness and warmth of village life. He wanted to cry,
thinking how he could ever be unfaithful to his birthplace
and began to doubt Khaled's advice. Then he realised that
his emotions were spinning out of control and he should
reason with commonsense. If he decided to keep his
loyalty to his motherland, it would be unfair to his
adopted country. In addition, if he decided to sway his
loyalty to his adopted country, then he would be less than
fair to his motherland.
Kamal shook his head in denial, thinking in this
state of detachment away from home and friends, it is
very hard to decide whether to stay or leave, or to which
country you will pledge your loyalty. It is easier said than
done.
Khaled read in Kamal’s features the state of
confusion and the painful struggle to make the right
decision so he decided to offer advice.
"Yes you can be loyal and fair to both countries."
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Kamal pondered for a moment and asked. "How can
I be loyal to two countries at the same time?"
Khaled explained. "You should be grateful for the
country of your birth. You are indebted to her for what
you are now. You should be proud of your origins. Hold
your head high, preach by example and never do anything
to shame her. Pledge your loyalty to the country you have
chosen, the country that embraced you warmly and gave
you an equal opportunity. This is going to be the country
of your children and great grandchildren. A fair dinkum
country, that gives a fair go to everyone."
Kamal felt at ease. He was right. He said to himself.
This is going to be my country, and the home of my
children. He then gazed at Khaled momentarily and
thanked him profoundly. "It is great that I have met you. It
was an eye-opener. I am grateful for that."
"Do not mention it," he said and reached with his
hand to his pocket and retrieved a book; he opened it and
started to read.
Kamal caught, from the corner of his eye, the name
of the book and was curious to see a man visiting his
father’s grave and reading a book. He asked, "How come
you're reading this book?"
Khaled looked keenly and said, "I am carrying out
my father's wish."
"Your father's wish?" Kamal queried.
Khaled sighed heavily and reflected on the day when
he went to visit his father at the hospital. Then he raised
his head and said, "When the doctors told my father that
he had two to three weeks to live, I was amazed how he
took it. He was neither afraid nor concerned. He was calm
and serene. He looked into my eyes and smiled. "Son!" he
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said, "I want you to buy me 'The Rebellious Spirits', and if
I do not finish reading it before I die, you must read a
chapter of it every time you visit my grave. That is what I
am doing now, and I will continue every week until the
end of this book.
Kamal had read this book before and was amazed at
the depth of knowledge of the author – Gibran Khalil
Gibran – and he still remembered by heart part one of this
book – Cry of the Graves – then he rose to his feet and
shook hands with Khaled. "It was good timing that I met
you and thank you for the advice, but if I don't see you
again, take pleasure in good reading by a good writer who
has been treated harshly by his people before they
recognised the value of his writings."
Khaled nodded in approval, opened the book again
and resumed reading.

Kamal was satisfied and happy with this conclusion. He
decided to go home and talk it over with his wife, hoping
to make her change her mind about going back home. He
proceeded to leave wondering how much influence he
was going to have on his wife's decision. He took a few
paces, and then he turned around and gazed briefly at the
epitaph knowing it was for the last time.
Ameer Joseph Sarrafin
1942 – 1973
He lived as a dreamer and died a loner in pursuit of the
unreachable dream.
RIP
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He bowed his head in respect and closed his eyes in the
hope that this picture will remain alive forever, and then
he muttered. "We have tried together to climb the ladder
of success, alas you have fallen, and I have no other choice
but to keep climbing."

Kamal walked unhurriedly, pondering about the day's
events. He stopped at the main gate for a short time, and
after that, he glanced back and uttered. "When someone is
born, his death becomes inevitable." He strode a few paces
aimlessly, then opted not to call a taxi, but to use public
transport instead. "What's the hurry?" he said. "This is my
country despite everything."
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Epilogue

Time

passed almost as it always had for Kamal and his
wife. They worked hard and socialised less, and life
became tiresome and monotonous. It has now been
twenty-five years since Ameer's death. Kamal tried hard
to change the direction of his objectives in life, but could
not convince his wife to forget about going back home and
start planning for their future in Australia. The direction
was already set, and his wife continued to pressure him to
go her own way. She succeeded.
Zahra left her work at the grocery store and joined
her husband at the Organic Green Fruits and Vegies. They
purchased it as a freehold from Dave on vendor terms free
of interest for the first five years. Kamal and his wife
operated this business for twenty years. They worked long
hours, and never arrived home before eight in the
evening. Most of the time, they were worn-out and had
neither the time nor the energy to prepare their own
meals. The communication between them was limited to
work related issues and it became a routine and
convenient for them to bring take away foods home most
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nights of the week. They became workaholics and didn't
have the time or the willingness to enjoy life or to be with
their son when he needed them most. Sam had to come
home every night and hang about alone. Sometimes he
would finish his assignments or read a book while waiting
for his parents to arrive home.
In his younger days, Sam used to wait for eight
o'clock with enthusiasm. He used to snuggle in his
mother's lap or play a game of cards with his father before
he had to retire to bed. However, since he reached the age
of ten, many things changed in his life. His parents were
preoccupied with financial matters and showed little or no
interest in being a part of his life or sharing his interests.
Sam became elusive and erratic. He did not understand
his parent's change of attitude nor why they were
distancing themselves from his life. He tried to be close to
them by going on weekends to the fruit shop to help them,
even though that was not to his liking. Nevertheless, he
hoped that by being with them, they would understand
each other better and they could become part of his life.
Sam tried hard to make his parents understand his
intention of closing the gap between them but he could see
in the end that the gap was growing bigger, larger and
deeper. He became secluded, and isolated himself from
the family's unbearable atmosphere. He became conscious
of his parents' goals in life, and succumbed to it. They
wanted to work hard, make enough money and return
home. His father thought he had made enough money,
and they should sell the business and go back home, but
his mother was not satisfied and wanted more money. She
could not comprehend what the term ENOUGH meant,
and every time she reached the figures they aimed for, she
349

George A. Salib

used to convince her husband to add an extra digit into
their bank account.
They lived for money, and money could not bring
them happiness. They could not stop asking for more, and
the more they earned, the more they wanted. Their life
became boring and unbearable. They did not understand
how to enjoy themselves or be part of the general
community. Sam realised that the gap between him and
his parents was there to stay. He gave up trying and led a
life of his own.
Zahra became unwell. She kept working and did not
take any notice of the sudden loss of weight. Her husband
asked her to take a week off and have a rest for she had
been working hard for so long. Zahra did oblige but did
not notice any improvement in her health. She became
worried and needed to confide in someone, but she had
no one she could trust. As time passed, she managed to
convince herself that her state of health was the result of
hard work.
Virginia noticed Zahra's sudden loss of weight and it
troubled and concerned her. She asked her if she was sick
and Zahra burst into tears and confided that she had been
haemorrhaging constantly for the last two months.
Virginia became alarmed and tried to convince her to see a
doctor. Zahra agreed, but told her that she wouldn't be
comfortable seeing a male doctor and tried to put it off for
a while pretending that the haemorrhage was not as heavy
as it used to be.
Virginia arranged an appointment with a female
doctor, and persuaded Zahra to see her and have peace of
mind rather than waiting for a few more weeks. Zahra
agreed with Virginia just to please her.
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Two weeks later, she went to the clinic to get the
result of her examination. The diagnosis was not good.
Zahra had an inoperative advanced cervical cancer. She
was shocked to know, but did not fully comprehend what
that actually meant to her until the doctor told her bluntly.
"You better start putting your life in order because you
have at the most three to six months to live." The shock
was more than the family could handle and Zahra died
two months later.
After Jeannine's death, Dave Fares had reunited with
his sweetheart Elizabeth. He decided not to carry any of
his memories. He sold all his properties and jointly with
Elizabeth started a construction business registered as
D & E Fares Constructions.
Stephanie renewed her relation with Siham. She
signed a long lease on the Three Stars Handy Store and
went with her to America. They lived there for two years,
then returned to settle in Tasmania.
Jacqueline Halim was lucky. The drug charges
against her were dismissed on a technicality, and Henry
Shapiro – her accomplice – supported Jacqueline's story.
He took all the blame and was sentenced to nine years
imprisonment with minimum of six years. Due to Henry's
good behaviour, his appeal was upheld earlier and he was
discharged from the jail after serving five years.
Fred Halim divorced his wife to protect his
reputation as president of the Doers Group Incorporated
and managed to keep his grip on the association for
fourteen years. His wife welcomed his request for divorce,
moved in with Henry Shapiro into a defacto relationship
and settled in South Australia.
Michael was pleased with his job as Human
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Resources Manager and progressed to hold the position of
Chief Executive Officer of Space Telecommunications. He
had not see Kareem since he had stopped driving a taxi
and had moved onto his new job. One day he came across
his friend Joe and went to the Green Room for a game of
billiards. They tried to catch up on past events, since they
had not seen each other for quite a long time. Michael
asked Joe if he was still seeing Kareem in his coffee shop.
Joe told him that he stopped driving taxis ten years ago,
and now owned a cleaning business. However, he heard
that Kareem's wife was having an affair with their
accountant; both had conspired to swindle all the money
from the bank and mortgaged the house plus all other
investment properties. They claimed that they had
squandered it all on gambling. Kareem was not aware of
what was happening behind his back because he trusted
his wife with all his financial dealings. However, when he
could not meet the required payments, the bank
repossessed the house and all his estates and issued
Kareem with an eviction order. When Kareem realised
that the hard earnings of his life were lost, he had a
massive stroke and died in a nursing home six months
later. His wife and the accountant were charged and jailed
for three years each. After their release from jail, they went
to Western Australia where they lived together in a
defacto relationship and set up their own accountancy
firm.
Virginia moved back to Melbourne and established
her own advertising agency. Her relationship with
Michael progressed from friendship to love. They married
and settled in Melbourne with their two children Oliver
and Salwa. They remained close friends with Kamal.
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After the death of his wife, Kamal became depressed
and forgetful. On many occasions, he’d go to work, and
could not open the door as he had forgotten the keys at
home. He became more isolated and sad, especially after
his son Sam graduated from technical college with a
motor electrician diploma, married his high school
sweetheart and moved to settle in New South Wales.
Kamal's health deteriorated rapidly and it had
became noticeable to Michael and Virginia. They arranged
for him to see a doctor and after extensive consultations,
he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. He became
very sick and unable to manage the Organic Green Fruits
and Vegies. He called on his son to come with his wife
from New South Wales and manage the business. Sam
declined the offer. One day, he came with his wife to visit
his father, and found him very sick and in need of a carer.
He managed to convince him to sell the business, then
moved him to a nursing home where he died four months
later.
Kamal's parents died in a hit and run accident, while
Ameer's mother Janette died from a heart attack, unaware
of her son's death as her daughter Mary had chosen not to
tell her because of her illness.
Mary met an expatriate from South Africa. She
married and moved with him to the Ivory Coast. She
helped her husband to manage his chain of restaurants
until they had their first child. Since then, they decided to
franchise four restaurants and keep one for her husband to
manage himself.
Since then, Mary stayed home with her daughter
Jasmine. She used to spend her free time at her favourite
place – the northeast balcony – facing the bay.
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One day, she was sitting on the balcony, relaxed at
the sound of waves hitting the rocks beyond the front
yard of her house on the Ivory Coast. Refreshed by the sea
breeze, Mary consumed the last word of the last chapter of
the novel – Station Pier – that was depicting her brother's
life – Ameer Joseph Sarrafin. She closed the book and held
it tight, preserving the story of her brother who followed
his dreams and crossed the frontier to the valley of
shadows before his dreams came true. She held the book
tight to her chest and murmured as she shed a last tear:

Sadly, the names of these two families will be deleted
from the census of the nation and subsequently will be
erased from the people's memory. This is the only proof that
they did ever exist. It is my duty now to guard and
preserve this proof just in case one day someone notices the
ruins of these two houses, on the hillside of the village, in
Lebanon and dares to ask, ‘What happened to the people
who once lived in them and why didn’t they ever return?’
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