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To all my brothers and sistersin Christ
- those who are, and those who are to become:

Thefirst symptom of real love is an inexplicable desire to be
together. Unrequited love cannot survive and often isonly a
recognition of what might be, wereit returned.

By its very nature, love is mutual. It thrives or shrivels
according to the measure of its expression, the way in which
it isreceived and the encouragement it is given. Love lives,
and therefore must flow to exist.

Love setsno limitson itself. It gives according to the need of
its object and gratefully receives all love given in return.

Only God’s love has stood the test of time and only it will
last into eternity.

Albert Van Leeuwen

All scripture references have been taken from the Holy Bible
New International Version,
Copyright 1978 by New Y ork Internationa Bible Society.



LEAVES OF THE FIG TREE

LEAVES OF THE FIG TREE

by

Albert Van Leeuwen

“Look at the fig tree and all the trees. When they sprout leaves, you can see for
yourselves and know that summer is near. Even so, when you see these things
happening, you know that the kingdom of God is near.”

LUKE 21: 29-31

“The creation waitsin eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed.”

ROMANS 8: 19
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PART ONE

Blank spaces. Vacant links in a chain of memories. Gentle prodding by the desire to remember,
pushing the conscious mind to the edge of the subconscious, spurred on by a nagging doubt, the
need to know, to put it al together. But what? An unaccomplished ambition? Some long-forgotten
dream, waiting to be fulfilled?

It seemed ridiculous. He had everything he could possibly ask for - a beautiful wife, afine, four year
old son, another on the way. An excellent job as structural design draftsman with Department 459,
offering the opportunity to work the maximum twenty hours a week. (He'd like to work longer
hours of course, but the available load smply had to be shared). Today’s world was the product of
intense automation. Massive factories churned out accommodation modules by the thousands each
day. Sophisticated robots put together mobiles, furniture, food stuffs and anything else a computer
might tell them to produce. Even the robots were built by other robots, so besdes menia
maintenance tasks and labouring, most of the available work was limited to design and software
development, (unless of course you happened to possess the rare qualifications to be involved in
health care or scientific research). Only those driving the massive earth-moving machines seemed to
have the satisfaction of full-time occupation. And of course the military tough guys, keeping
everyone in line. The energy crisis was well and truly a thing of the past. In terms of materia
comfort their circumstances hardly left room for complaint - their house module was a class three, as
was the solar-harmonic powered mobile parked on its roof, both standard Government issue to
higher-graded officers. (There was a time not so long ago when the term ‘mobile’ had meant a
phone, but that was no longer the case.) And both he and Eve were especialy proud of the small
patch of grass they’d managed to get to grow outside - the fruit of endless hours of stubborn caring,
finally rewarding them for the refusal to give up.

So why that weird feeling there was something missing? Why couldn’t he find the vital pieces of the
puzzle that made up his past? There was more to it, ‘the other side of the coin’ so to spesk,
(although coins were now obsolete, as was cash of any sort). At the odd times, when the blanks
loomed bigger than the actual memories themselves, threatening like thunderclouds moving in on a
bright sunny day, suddenly there was a lump in his throat. And if he let it (whatever ‘it" was) take
hold, his stomach started churning and he wanted to be sick to the point of almost tasting the reflux
travelling up his oesophagus .

His computer monitor started flashing as he was working on an improvement in the waste disposal
unit to be used in a new module design, indicating working time was over in five minutes. Module
homes were virtually sdf-contained, harvesting their own water, purifying and recycling it, turning
their own waste into harmless, odour free, fertiliser powder, the latest ones even generating their
own solar electricity to power their own appliances. (Theirs was till on the mains grid for the time
being, but not for long). All communication employed wireless technology. He completed data
input and amost reluctantly switched off the screen. He sure was fortunate to be able to work
twenty hours. So many were only permitted fifteen, others were lucky to get ten.

He stood up, stretched his long lean frame and strolled over to the window. Asfar asthe eye could
see the view was the same. Thousands of identical three-legged module homes dotting the
landscape, like perfect specimens in a huge mushroom patch. (Sometimes he thought of them as
thick dices of sausage, mounted on three toothpicks each). Boring, but practical. Delivered by air
and installed in a matter of hours. How else could you re-house millions of homeless in such a short
time span? A feeble sun created bleak shadows within the clinical and monotonous landscape. There
were no air-conditioned shopping centres, no high rise buildings, no more bitumen surfaces. Only
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fused-silicon walkways. And after ayear or so of exposure, you hardly noticed the ubiquitous odour
of dusty staleness in the air, tainted by a faint smell of decay. Something must be rotting away
somewhere underneath the recently bulldozed surface of the new city of Sydney. There were no
more trees or other greenery. Getting anything to grow in nuclear-sterilised ground was near-nigh
to impossible.  Somewhere beyond the horizon, where the bulldozers hadn’'t reached, a few old
homes dating back to the twentieth century miraculoudy survived. Made of brick and mortar,
concrete and timber, you literally felt like you were going back centuries as you stepped inside. Real
character they had, but they were mostly condemned as unsafe for human occupation.

He remembered his parent’ s old home where he had spent so many years growing up. The tall trees,
the grass, the flowers, the purple stains on the driveway when the mulberry tree was bearing fruit.
And what about those lovely rectangular bedrooms and their double-decker bed. And the slow-
combustion heater where Dad used to burn real timber. They'd tried to ban them, years ago, when
they were all worried about global warming and its inseparable roommate ‘ climate change’, asserting
the burning of timber had an unacceptably high adverse impact. They wanted cleaner energy, smaller
carbon footprints. Smaller cars pumping out fewer harmful emissons. More efficient electricity
generators, wind power, solar energy, hydrogen, ‘clean’ coal, geo-thermal heat, lots of options. But
in the end, with the world population at that time nudging well over six billion (a three-fold increase
in less than a hundred years), al of them increasingly hungry for the power facilitating western living
standards, the only practical solution had seemed to be nuclear. But with cold fusion ill an elusive
concept, waste disposal had remained the central debate. Billions of dollars had been thrown at the
problem and no self-respecting scientist had dared apply for research funding without the words
‘climate change’ somewhere in their submission.

And then a single bushfire added more carbon to the air than a whole year's worth of emissions.
And no one had seemed to redlise, (at least they weren’t saying so in public), that carbon made up
much less than one twentieth of a percentage point of the atmosphere, whilst the greatest global
warming factor, water vapour, (commonly known as clouds and making up more than seventy
percent!), was blatantly ignored as having any impact whatsoever. It made you scratch your scalp,
even when it didn't itch.

He'd be allowed to help start the fire, crumpling up lots of newspaper (paper mind you, the stuff you
could only find in archives nowadays, waiting to be scanned and digitised) then some small kindling
and a couple of logs on top. What did Dad used to say about that? (Logs were like Christians - you
needed at |east two or three and they kept each other burning ....). That brought alump to his throat.

Then they’d sing songs, Dad with the guitar, all huddled around the heater for warmth - Mum, Dad,
John and himself. Mum would be cooking dinner on that old gas stove. And they’'d al sit at the
table to tell what the day had been like or what they’d learnt at school. That must have been fifteen
years ago or more, when he was about ten. Even before the earthquakes started....

Michael’s long face, a hand-me-down of European origins, sporting high cheek bones and dightly
receding chin covered with at least twelve hours worth of stubble, revealed a deep sadness. His high
forehead wrinkled with uncharacteristic lines, as his brilliant blue eyes seemed to focus somewhere
far beyond the view.

Empty spaces. Straining to touch answers lying just beyond the brink of awareness. Then fear. Fear
of the unknown. Fear of the pain remembrance might bring. Had he known at that point what the
rest of the day had on offer, there wouldn’t have been enough room in his brain to even contemplate
these things. But he didn’'t know.
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He forcefully shook himself out of the reverie, ran broad hands through his unkempt crop of straight
brown hair, and adjusted his focus on the scene outside again. Some kids were screaming and
running wildly down the walkway. Life in 2023. They redly ought to find something useful for
them to do; ten hours of video instruction per week wasn't enough to keep them occupied and well
adjusted. That was one of the biggest social problems of the day — thousands of bored teenagers
roaming the neighbourhood. Those interested could of course spend as much time as they liked
receiving video instruction, but most kids didn't possess either the self discipline or motivation to
bother with any more than the compulsory minimum. Built-in cameras monitored their every move
and keystroke while they were in front of the computer, and face-recognition software made sure
there was no cheating the system. But when the remote tutoring sessions were over, what then?
They either got hooked on cyberspace virtual-life games, or they took to the walkways.

He turned abruptly. Just afew long strides took him from his office into the living room where Eve
was sitting on the air lounge, with a computer terminal display, in purchasing mode, mounted on the
coffee table in front of her. She was twenty-four, small and dim, old enough to have been there
when the millennium-bug turned out to be a furphy, when the human genome project was completed
and the full implications covered up, and when the towers of the World Trade Centre came down
and had started the war on terrorism in earnest. But she was hardly old enough to have understood
any of the import of those events. (He had a year on her, and didn't get it either.) Her wavy
shoulder-length blonde hair fell over her right eye and she flicked it back with an impatient little
gesture of annoyance. She was dressed in smooth white tights and a loose red tunic, setting off her
feminine curves beautifully. She didn't notice him come in, fully occupied studying the shopping
display and trying hard to decide if it really was cheaper to buy the economy-size cereal. Silently he
admired her dender hands and elegant fingers, covered in smooth olive skin, as she deftly
manipulated the touch-screen. He'd never met her parents, but Eve said she had her mother’s |ooks.
She must have been very beautiful, her mother.

A smile touched his lips as he watched her sitting there, totally absorbed, and a surge of desire and
affection warmed his heart. ‘I love that girl’ flashed through his mind as he furtively sneaked around
the back of the lounge, and a silent prayer of thanks went up to whatever unfathomable higher being
might have magnanimoudly decided to bless him with her love. No one would ever have guessed
that she was two months pregnant. He placed his hands gently on her dender shoulders and bent
down to playfully nibble her ear.

“Mike Canning, behave yourself!” she reacted, mockingly scornful. “I’m trying to do the weekly
shopping’”.

“O.K. then, but just wait and see what happens when you're through!”

He grinned to himsalf. Yes, he sure was lucky to have awife like Eve. Oh, lately she had become a
little irritable, impatient with David and sometimes stuck for knowing what to do with herself, but
that was only natural when you were expecting a baby. Pregnancy played havoc with a woman's
hormones and from what he'd read, some men had to put up with a lot worse in the same
circumstances.

“Where's David?’ he asked, while she opted for three economy-size packets of cereal, after mentally
redoing the unit-pricing calculation shown in the column on the left. Just because it said ‘economy’,
didn't mean it really was cheaper! The screen switched over promptly to display the available range
of swesteners.
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“In the T.V. room, darling,” and she added, “I’ll take you up on that invitation when I'm finished!”
raising her eyebrows suggestively and with a twinkle in her big brown eyes. (No sign of irritability
there now).

He crossed the living area to the television room door, which did aside silently when he touched it.
David, his unmanageably curly brown hair badly in need of a brush, (obvioudy a genetic hand-me-
down from some long-forgotten ancestor), was watching channel thirty-nine which ran continuous
children’s' programs twenty-four seven. Funny, how you could already recognise Eve’s skin and his
own eyes and nose, even some of Eve's gestures, in the boy. But where on earth did he get that
curly hair? They said it was all in the genes and could jump numerous generations.

The two-and-a-haf by one metre screen, ‘wide-screen plus they called it, used light-emitting-diode
technology (LED). Whilst the equipment was capable of producing three-dimensional images, few
programs were as yet available in that format. In fact, most of the programs were old repeats in the
4 by 3 format, re-run for the thousandth time, or the later 16 by 9 format, re-run for the hundredth.
The entertainment industry was still in grave disarray, Hollywood practically non-existent.

“How’s Daddy’ s boy then?’
David ran over to him and tossed two small arms around his neck as Mike sguatted down.

“Will you buy me one of those, Daddy?’ the boy pleaded, pointing a the image showing an
advertisement for a replica mobile that actually hovered a metre above the ground, controlled by a
hand-held monitor. Almost like the real thing, only in miniature.

Maybe for your next birthday, Davy my boy. I’'m sure they must be very expensive.”
“Will | be big then, Daddy?’
Mike smiled. “Y ou’'re big now, my son. You must be all of a hundred centimetres!”
“How big are you, Daddy?’

“Oh, a hundred and ninety centimetres, | guess, but I'm willing to bet that when you grow up you'll
be even taller than that.”

“I liketo be just as big as you , Daddy, but not bigger.”

The words stirred another memory in Michael. Again he experienced the disappointment and shock
he had felt one day when, at the age of ripening manhood, eighteen, during a romp in the garden
after their exercises, he suddenly and dreadfully realised that he was stronger than his father. A hard
dap in the face would have been preferable. Worst had been that squeamish sense of unease deep
down in his gut, like a security blanket forcefully taken away. He had aways looked up to his father
as an invincible tower of strength, someone with an answer to every problem, away of dealing with
every situation. His dependence on his father had remained through all the years of growing up and
he had always been reluctant to leave his father out of anything. They had been best friends, close
best friends. Dad had always been the leader, but unexpectedly he was facing a role reversal here.
Letting Dad win the wrestling match had done nothing to ease the feeling. And that seemed to be
the last really clear memory he had of his Dad.
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“You'll be exactly my size one day, Davy.” He lifted him up on hisarm. “See? You're the same
size now!” Laughing, they flopped down together on some loose air cushions to watch the end of an
old Sesame Street rerun.

Half an hour later Eve came in. “Darling, could you do me a favour, please? The main delivery
mobile is fully booked today and my order won't get here until tomorrow. We've run out of quite a
few things. Would you...? While | make lunch?’ she added.

“At you're service, Madam!” he joked. “Want to come along for the ride, Davy?’
David jumped with excitement. “Can | Sit in the front with you Daddy?’
“Sure son, just make sure you sit quietly and have your seat belt on.”

David was aready running to the stairway leading to the roof. Michagl chased after him, barely
managing a peck on the cheek for Eve. “Hold on there, son. Wait for me!”

“Have you got your identity card with you?’ Eve called after them.

“Oops, wouldn't get far without it, would we? It'sin my jacket in the office.” Mike was halfway up
the stairs.

“I'll get it, darling.” Eve hurried to the office and returned with the jacket.

“I saw on the news last night someone’s developed a way to electronically inscribe identity numbers
on your hand. That way you could never forget to bring it with you,” Michael commented.

“Oh, but that would look awful, wouldn’t it?’

“You wouldn’t see anything. It would be some sort of bar-code hidden in the skin. You' d smply
put your hand on a scanner which would read the number and possibly your fingerprints at the same
time, using some new technology they have only just developed. For all intents and purposes it’ll
work the same way as the cards. Only difference is. you can steal an identity card. Worse, you can
steal an identity. And it’s apparently a vast improvement on the idea of implanting microchips into
everyone, like they originally wanted to do, asif we were cattle or pets, and having your life's history
available to anyone with the right long-range scanner.”

Mike retrieved his card from one of the pockets, tossed the jacket back to Eve and continued up the
stairs. “Bye, won't belong ...”

The mobile was electromagnetically anchored to the roof. The doors lifted as Mike waved his card
in front of the sensor on the driver’s side. No more keys in this age of technology. He dropped into
the seat behind the controls and hit the start button, as David scrambled in next to him. They
fastened their seat belts, Mike double-checking David’s. The doors closed automatically and a slight
bee-hum became audible smultaneousdy. When Michael shifted the level control upwards, the
mobile dowly rose vertically by about fifty metres to the domestic transport level.

Mike selected manual drive. There were a number of automatic drive programs he could have
selected, one of which set the route to the warehouse. Y ou’ d drive the route once while on ‘record’.
After that you could smply ‘replay’ the route while the computer made automatic over-ride
adjustments for wind disturbances and to avoid collisons. Eve liked to used the programs, while
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Mike preferred manual operation, which still featured mandatory over-ride software to make vehicle
accidents a thing of the past.

The energy indicator showed eighty-five percent battery charge, giving a range of at least three
hundred kilometres. He accelerated to maximum speed while David squealed with delight. He
executed some fancy curves and didn’'t slow up until some other mobiles approached. One coming
from the north was on a collision course, but Michael’s mobile gently dropped ten metres to avoid it,
then automatically came back up to the preset level.

David pointed excitedly. “Look Daddy, isthat a delivery mobile?’

A large shape loomed a hundred metres overhead at the commercial transport level, comfortably
idling dong at no more than forty k’s, like some enormous complacent beast, superior and only too
aware of its whereabouts and purpose. A module home was suspended underneath, ready for
installation on the outskirts of their suburban development.

“It'shig, isn't it Daddy?’

“Sureitis. Daddy knows someone who operates one of those. How would you like to have a drive
in one soon?’

“Wow, that’d be great!” David sat fascinated, with a big grin from ear to ear.

A few minutes later they arrived at the single-level warehouse, setting down in the customer parking
area outside the rooftop delivery office. Hand in hand they ambled over to the enquiry counter to
request personal pick-up of their shopping order.

+H+H 4

Eve walked towards the kitchen with a soft smile on her pretty face. David sure loved excursions,
no matter how short-lived. They must make a point of taking him out more often. She hung
Michael’s jacket on the back of a chair and determined to make something really nice for lunch. She
sure had been impatient lately, snapping at David for no good reason.

The morning sickness had passed again and suddenly she felt a lot better. Yes, she must prepare
something really specia for lunch to make it up to him. Pancakes were David’s favourite. Another
smile. Mike wouldn’'t turn up his nose at them either!

She first checked that she had the necessary ingredients for the pancakes. Satisfied, she decided to
water the grass before cooking. She returned to the hall and pressed the stair release on the wall.
The retractable staircase dowly and silently unfolded itself in front of her.

+H+H 4

A boy of about six years of age was running down the walkway, chasing a vinyl ball which bounced
against the fence on the right and continued down the intersecting path on the left. The blue, yellow,
green and black swirls of the ball stood out like livid bruises on a miniature earth, like injuries from
the pounding it had received from naive and uninformed caretakers. The boy bounded around the
corner but dipped and fell, badly grazing his knee. Tears welled up in his eyes but he bravely fought
to hold them back, desperately searching for his lost earth look-a-like. Vision ill blurred, he
spotted it no more than a metre away. Relieved to recover his prized possession and ignoring the
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pain in his leg, he crawled over and reached out to take hold of it, only to find a large boot
unexpectedly blocking the way.

“What’ s yathink ya're doin’ then, en?” demanded afairly high-pitched, coarse voice.

He looked up in surprise.  Rubbing the tears away with his muddied hands, thereby leaving big
streaks resembling war-paint on his cheeks, he took in a tall youth aged seventeen or eighteen,
dressed in tight trousers and a black fake-leather jacket. A big dy grin decorated his face as he
towered over the boy. Cold shivers ran up the boy's spine and fresh tears forced their way up,
though this time motivated by fear instead of pain. Televisionrinspired evil incarnate confronted him
and he struggled hard to decide between running and making an attempt to get his ball back. The
war-paint did nothing to raise his courage, but pride of ownership gave him just that tiny bit.

“Please let me have my bal” he pleaded, trying unsuccessfully to keep his voice from shaking.
“Sure, sonny, come and get it then” the youth taunted, faking as kind a tone as he could.

Warily the boy reached out, but, as he was about to pick up the ball, the youth tapped it lightly,
making it roll owly down the path, where its progress was again interrupted by another boot. The
boy's eyes froze on a new adolescent and he was vaguely aware of a third person a little further
back. He got to his feet with panic rising in his throat. He tried desperately to swallow it down, but
couldn't. It was stuck, threatening to cut off his air supply. His young mind was unable to cope
with the situation and his thoughts were screaming, though no sound would come from his mouth.

“Now ya're not bein’ very nice to the kid, Jim,” admonished the second youth, picking up the ball
and holding it on the palm of his hand, arm outstretched as if to offer it back. The youth slowly
moved towards the boy, smiling artificialy.

“Here kid, yacan ‘ave it back now. We was only kiddin’ matey.”

The boy stood paralysed, heat throbbing just behind his eyes. The youth came to within arnv' s length
and bent down to present the earth-like ball. Then the smile vanished, wiped away by an angry scowl
and a mean look in the light blue eyes. The knife appeared from nowhere and then the ball was
nothing more than plastic ribbons draped over the youth's fingers, like an unintended but pitiful
metaphor for the damage mankind had selfishly inflicted on this blue planet.

The boy screamed and finaly his small muscles obeyed his brain’s instructions. He turned and ran as
fast as his little legs would carry him, tears streaming down his cheeks, the way the greenies of the
last century might have wept for what the rest of humanity had done to the environment.

Behind him the air was filled with the youths' derisive, but empty laughter.

+H+H 4

The three youths, the amusement of the ball episode quickly wearing off, loitered around not
knowing what to do with themselves. The day promised no clear further opportunities for
amusement.

“I’m bored stiff with this set-up. Let’s do somethin’. Anythin’. Let’s find some place to turn upside
down. There must be some place in this damn city to turn us on,” Blue murmured to his mates,
deftly toying with the razor-sharp flick knife. To an informed listener, it would have been obvious

both their nick-names and choice of vernacular were preferential selections inspired by old movie
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repeats. He retracted the blade and stowed the weapon back into his pocket. He turned and started
strolling up the path. The other two followed like sheep.

And in the darkness of the unseen world, sinister forces were stirring ...
Five minutes later he stopped. The walkway was empty, except for the three of them. A staircase
was slowly coming down benesth one of the module homes and a young woman descended with a
spray bottle in her hand. Blue nudged Jim in theribs.

“Get a load of that, man! Look at those legs! Bet we could have some fun with her, eh? ... Get
down!”

Crouched on their haunches, the three youths ogled the attractive femae form spraying coloured
liquid on asmall green patch.

“Dig that, they got some grass growin’!”

“Forget the grass, man. Look at the shape on that babe! How’d ya like ta git yer hands on her?’
“That’s Mrs. Canning, man,” Herb finally spoke. We'd better lay off. Me old lady knows her.”
“So what? Does she know you?’

“Don't think so, but it don't pay to mess around this close to home.”

“Yareyella Herby. Get outta hereif yadon't want no part in abit o’ fun.”

+H+H 4

Eve came down the stairs with an atomiser aready one third full with decontaminant. She topped it
up with dissolved fertiliser from a water container they stored underneath their module. (Processed
human-waste fertiliser came in powder form down a flexible hose tied to one of the module legs, as
did the water supply). She walked over to the metre-square patch of buffalo, carefully bounded off
by a silicon surround ten centimetres high, and pumped the compressor a good twenty times before
proceeding to spray the area thoroughly. The sight of the rest of the yard filled her with dismay - it
was al ill barren. They had tried almost every spot at one time or another, but this was the only
place where the grass had taken, where the radio-active contamination had somehow either
dissipated or not poisoned the soil quite as much and had allowed this humble form of vegetation to
grow. It was agood sign though. If the grass would grow here, maybe it wouldn’'t be long before it
would spread. At thistime though it was necessary to keep it isolated. They had found out the hard
way that any runners venturing beyond the edging not only died, but conveyed certain death back to
the entire patch. But she liked to think positive. Who knows, maybe they could try some native
bushes in afew years. Oh, how she would love to live inland or up the coast, where trees still stood
tall and flowers blossomed in spring and the ground was green and the air free of dust. What a pity
Mike' s work kept him here. But the restoration of Sydney was a huge project and would keep him,
them, here for many years to come.

She gazed over the barren landscape, devoid of all vegetation - only module homes and fenced
pathways and sterile dust. How she longed to see trees decorating every allotment, bushes
enhancing those pathways, how she missed the perfume of flowers. Yes, this little patch of buffalo
grass was more precious to her than even her home - it symbolised the beginning of a return to a
beautiful world.
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As she looked around, the rear view of a youth disappeared quickly down the path. His shape
seemed vaguely familiar but she couldn’t quite place him. Funny that she hadn’'t seen him coming -
she had been facing the direction from which he must have come. Daydreamer! She admonished
herself, shrugged her pretty shoulders and dismissed the thought as irrelevant. She bent down to
give the patch afinal light spray al over.

Eve returned to the house and climbed the stairs, not conscious of the aluring natural sway of her
hips. She hurried to the kitchen to prepare the pancakes, hoping to have them ready by the time
Michael and David got back. Raising the staircase dlipped her mind.

Evil forces were rubbing their hands together in sweet anticipation, though warily cognisant of
the limitations placed upon them. Nevertheless, also knowing their rights and the extent of their
power, they proceeded relentlessly.

+H+H++++

A little more flour and the batter reached the right consistency with the whipping action of her
beater. She stopped a moment, sensing somehow that she was no longer alone. A strange sensation.
Waiting, listening for identifying sounds, staring at the sink in front of her. Then realising Mike and
David must have arrived, she turned around cheerfully.

“I didn’'t hear you come ba....”

The sentence cut off halfway out of her mouth. Two extraneous youths leaned back brazenly against
the wall either side of the door. Their teeth were bared in semblance of a grin, but closer to an
insulting sneer, contorting their ugly faces. Eve was too stunned to say anything and just stared,
increduloudly, yet deep inside a stirring disquiet began to well up.

“Afternoon lady, makin’ us some lunch?’ Blue was the first to speak, after what seemed like an
interminable silence. “Keep goin’, yawere doin’ just fine.”

Eve snapped out of her state of disbelief and accepted the fact that there were intruders in her home.
“What do you want?’ she demanded, hoping to keep the tremor out of her voice.

“Wejus came to watch ya, lady. We like the way yalook, don't we mate?’ His head turned to Jim.
“Yeah, an’ we like the way ya move — * specially the way ya move!”

“Well, you just get yourselves right out of here, right now, both of you! Before | notify the
authorities!” Eve retorted, angry now, having got over the initial shock and ignoring her precarious

position.

“Now there's no reason to get upset, lady. We don't mean no harm, do we Blue?’ Jim assured her
soothingly, then added with a smirk, “Besides, we wouldn't like for yato call the cops.”

“You nong!” Blue interrupted angrily, “No names!!” and thumped Jim hard on the shoulder.

“My husband will be back any minute, so | suggest you go before he does,” she ventured, knowing
that, whilst it was true, she didn’t sound terribly convincing.

“Sure lady, everybody’s husband is aways comin’ back any minute when they sees us. But they're
so bloody unreliable, these husbands, ain't they Jm? commented Blue, ddiberately making the
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identical mistake he'd just criticised. If they ever got caught, there was no way he was going down
for it alone. Then again, they’d done this so many times, it was amost routine. And so far they
hadn’t even had as much as an enquiry from a cop. Their modus operandi had proven to be rather
successful. Either that, or the cops just couldn’t be bothered, too busy with other things.

Jmdidn’'t reply. He stood there, just chuckling to himsalf.

“What's so funny? Come on, share the joke with the little lady. Don't ya know it’s rude to snigger
in company? Ain’'t yagot no manners?” The ‘rude’ was emphasised with a sarcastic ‘w’- ‘woooed’ -
effectively, yet subtly, communicating threat to Eve.

“Oh, sorry. Ah was jus thinkin’, the lady’s got far too much clothes on for us to fully appreciate
her,” Jim explained casually.

Blood drained from her face, leaving a chill on her cheeks. Confused thoughts raced through her
brain. Surely this couldn't realy be happening to her? She'd have to stall them. Mike should be
home soon. He'd know how to handle them. Let them think they ve got plenty of time. On the
other hand, they weren't kidding around, even though they were, if that made sense. Maybe she
could make arun for it. Maybe she could get past them and outside. She had obviously forgotten to
raise the stairs; maybe they were still down.

She forced herself to remain calm on the surface by gritting her teeth and tightly shutting down her
emotions. Yet an icy feeling of horror was slowly permeating her being. A child’s voice inside her
mind advised her to sit on the ground and cry. An adult voice told her to pull herself together and
not be so stupid.

“WEell, let’s go into the living room and talk this over sensibly.” She stepped forward, straining to
appear confident and in control.

“Sure lady, make yerself at home!” Blue agreed obligingly, taking an exaggerated bow and stepping
back to let her through.

When she was halfway through the doorway, with the foul stench of at |east a week’ s worth of body
odour assaulting her nasal passages, a merciless hand grabbed hold of her hair and pulled her head
back vicioudy. She gasped with the pain. Then with unexpected change in approach, Blue eased off
his grip and stroked her hair. He grinned at her broadly, arepulsive display of yellow, uneven teeth;
agrin that made him look insane.

“Nice,” he said and let her go.

Eve warily edged forward just a few steps. Then something broke loose in her heart and she
responded in flight. She dashed off towards the staircase. Thought played little part. She was only
instinctively and desperately trying to evade danger. She expected the stairs to be down and finding
them up threw her into confusion. Frantically she tried to remember where the release switch was
located, but it was already too late. Blue caught up and seized hold of both her arms. He had an
amazingly strong grip, bruising her flesh with his fingers.

“That wasn't real smart, lady,” he hissed, painfully twisting her arm behind her back with sadistic
pleasure. He shoved her hard, sending her stumbling backwards into the living room. Jm had
already settled himself comfortably into one of the lounge chairs. Blue hit the switch making the
windows opaque, a recent innovation using nano-technology, doing away with in-built blinds.
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“Well, let’s start al over again, shall we?’

Eve understood the cruel gleam in his eyes as he said it. She clung to the hope of Mike returning.
Nevertheless, intermittent nervous tremors ran through her arms and she was unable to control them.
Blue marched her to the middle of the room and placed his hands lightly on her shoulders.

“I do believe the little lady’'s upset, Jm,” he commented, patting her cheek in mock consolation.
They seemed to be making no effort at al to hide their names now, and she would have no trouble
picking them out of aline-up, evoking even more warnings about their eventual intentions. Speaking
softly near her ear, amost conspiratorialy, he told her, “Don’'t be upset, love, ya'll enjoy this as
much as us, if ya'll just let yerself go.”

The stench of his breath and body awoke gorge in her belly. Vaguely she recaled attending self-
defence lessons as a teenager, but the details wouldn’'t form in her mind at first. About the only
useless bit of advice that rose to the surface was, “Never cry ‘rape!’” Alwayscry ‘firel’” Bystanders
would avoid getting involved if you cried “rapel” A lot of good that would do here. She could
barely talk, let alone cry out loud enough for the neighbours to hear. More bits came back, like
‘throw up your breakfast’, or ‘stick your finger up your nose and then suck that finger in your
mouth’. Both were supposed to be real turn-offs for potentia rapists and could at the very least buy
time. But trying to make the vomit in her throat materialise seemed to demand vast amounts of
physical energy, energy that had vanished by draining through an invisible grate in the floor. And she
was unable to find enough strength to even raise her arm to her nose. A good kick to the scrotum
was supposed to be next, but her legs were buckling and barely holding her up. Rape was about
power, not sex. These guys were here to humiliate. And they were winning. They wanted to get a
thrill by watching her squirm, and then rub it in by committing the ultimate insult and violation.

Blue's dirty hands caressed her shoulders, her neck, while a solitary tear traced a path down the side
of her nose. Hisleft hand moved down and stroked her breast.

Anger returned in a flash from the most primal part of her brain, roughly pushing aside the fear.
These louts, beasts, animals, or whatever poor excuse for a human being they represented, couldn’t
just walk in here and subject her to this degradation! Wild sparks ran through her nervous system,
suddenly supplying energy galore and she lashed out with both hands, aiming at hisface. Finding her
mark, she drew her nails down leaving long, bleeding weals. She was not prepared for the fury of his
reaction, however, and took a massive punch full in the face, sending her reeling backwards,
twisting, tripping over her own feet and falling headlong onto the coffee table, which dug into her
stomach with frightening force.

She rolled off the table to sit on the floor, clutching her middle protectively. Her thoughts were no
longer for herself, but for the tiny, delicate life she was carrying. Warm wetness told her she was
bleeding from underneath and a great pain contracted her belly. The two month old life that had
been growing within her would grow no more.....

Jim grabbed her arms and jerked her to her feet. She cared no longer. Tears were flowing freely
now and her shoulders were hunched in grief for the baby she would never know. Whatever they did
to her now, it couldn’t be worse than what they had already done.

Blue came over and slapped her face hard three times. They were vicious slaps, backhand, forehand,
backhand, the ‘let there be no doubt who's in charge here’ type hand. Then he took a firm hold of
her tunic with both paws and ripped out the left deeve and shoulder. The material gave way easily,
as her mind dipped a cog into an unreal observer’s position. He might have ripped off her arm with

as much effect.
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His instructions were carried on a waft of stinking breath that somehow reminded her of the rotting
carcasses that had lain around for some time after the nuclear sabotage. “You bloody bitch! You'll
pay for that! .... Strip!”

She stared at him uncomprehendingly. His face was out of focus, registering only through a watery
haze. The room spun around her. The floor rose and fell, asif she were aboard ship.

He repeated slowly, hissing through his ugly teeth: “We - want - to - see - you - strip!”
++++++++H++

Mike passed his identity card across the counter and waited for the girl to feed it through a reader for
verification. Two boxes were deposited on the adjacent counter by a conveyor belt. David begged
to help, so Mike gave him two of the large economy pack