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THE CROSSBOW

The shore formed part of the natural canal connecting two lakes in the Algonquin Provincial Park. As their canoe glided along under the bright sun Helena reflected that this place resembled the River Dyje in Moravia, deep and slow, with its banks alternatively converging and diverging as if it were all a giant, unregularly pulsating organism. 

Looking around she could see that the rock above them appeared to be continually changing shapes, contours and colours, but it was always the same granite, descending steeply to the water. Savage looking and picturesque, this granite wall was decorated in the most inaccessible places by oddly twisted little pines and young birches, but – more importantly – it completely prevented them from landing their canoe. 

Ed, in the starboard position of the canoe, directly in front of Helena, was thrusting his paddle smoothly and effortlessly in the water, displaying the magnificent muscles on his arm and back. In her mind’s eye she pictured the excellent anatomical study – triceps, brachiordialis musculus, latissimus dorsi. His paddling, even now, showed little effect of the long hard day they had been through. 

Helena did not put too much strength in her strokes, being content to put out the effort she was comfortable with, especially since the third part of their trio, Daniel, was sitting in the back satisfied with a half-hearted effort limited to steering the canoe. 

 

Almost three weeks ago, at the beginning of this Algonquin journey, Helena and Ed imagined themselves as trappers in an as yet unmapped North-American wilderness, where choosing the right place for night camp could be a question of life or death, as the surrounding, almost impenetrable forests, were full of bears, cougars, bobcats and especially of savage Huron and Iroquois. They were fascinated by the fact that in the 17th century, this region probably looked just the same as now, with one difference: now, no swarm of arrows would be heading their way from the bushes by the shore. 

Daniel just laughed when listening to their imaginings. These fantasies were soon replaced by the pragmatic need to select an overnight site, which would attract the least possible amount of black flies and mosquitoes. Daniel’s experience in this matter helped Helena and Ed avoid the burning bitten skin, allergic reactions and maybe some ticks usually associated with uninitiated adventurers. Moreover, Daniel managed to combine this trapper routine with a rare romantic spirit; each of their campsites was having its own unique beauty. There was the sandstone terrace under wide-branched white pines where it was possible to pitch the tent at a very specific angle among their gigantic roots, the islet in the rapids seemingly created just for catching weakened and broken adventurers, the perfectly hidden flat place under a rocky overhang, which formed a ceiling covered with a display of reflections from emerald water and the picturesque bay framed by a meadow with tall juicy grass. In Europe such places would be cramped by hundreds of tents, but, in Eastern Ontario, they had to share it only with a family of beavers, who were carrying fallen poplar trunks at night. 

In the morning they saw the beaver’s castle; it was a solid piece of architecture, which transformed the surrounding forest into a vast shallow lake. Most trees died, sank under water, but some of them, as if in defiance, remained erect even after death. 

“Like pillars,” Helena said at that time. 

“Yes, yes,” Dan reacted animated, “like pillars of an old Greek temple, the only remains above ruins.” 

“I like your concerns,” Ed interrupted them. “Isn’t that a bear, over there? What’s he doing? Let’s get closer,” Ed suggested, and made such a vigorous strike with his paddle that it almost overturned the canoe. 

“He is dismantling the beaver’s castle,” Dan responded as soon as he managed to regain their balance. 

The bear paid no attention to them, panted heavily and whitened wood cracked under his paws. 

“What a plump fellow,” Ed said with respect. “I wouldn’t like to be in his claws.” 

“He may be plump but also stupid,” Daniel commented. “He’s wasting time and energy while the beavers are long gone. The black bear cannot match the beaver in intelligence or survival skills. Sometimes, in ideal conditions, he may succeed in catching a fish, but he can eat meat only when he finds a carcass.” 

“I don’t get it,” Ed stared at the bear, which almost destroyed the entire structure. “Why is it generally recommended to play dead if the bear attacks? How can you expect a carcass eater to leave you alone if you’re dead?” 

“There’s logic in what you’re saying,” Daniel agreed. 

“It must be a swell feeling when he bites your neck or shoulder, then play dead!” Ed was unable to leave the terrible image as if it had some macabre attraction for him. 

Soon afterwards, they caught a glimpse of the whole beaver family, possibly the same one that had been disturbed by the bear. The family was moving into the lower parts of their domain. Helena, Ed and Dan were surprised by the dexterity and gaiety with which these bulky animals were using a wooden slide moistened by a thin current. The youngsters took the ride with happy whistling, like any kids usually do. 

Helena reflected about all the unexpected and beautiful events she was experiencing here and now and how she owed it all to Daniel. Without him, she would be staying all summer in an overheated and boring Toronto, since Ed was not planning absolutely any vacation this year. However, Daniel, whom she met in Ed’s karate class, pulled out something of a miracle. He invited them both to the Algonquin Park, luring Ed through eloquent descriptions of practicing karate in nature. Ed finally gave in, asked for a three-week vacation and took for granted sharing Dan’s jeep, canoe, tent and provisions. In exchange, Ed exacted an unconditional training order – 40 minutes of kata series in the morning and 90 minutes in the evening. Practicing was supposed to be primary, cooking or personal hygiene secondary. Ed lowered his expectations only after a revolt by Helena and Daniel. For Ed himself, black belt karate athlete, all this was easy. He was apt to forget ten years of age difference between him and his pupil, and more importantly the simple fact of Dan’s being a novice in this kind of training. 

Yet they had no time for this kind of soul searching. The landscape around them was undulated and distances considerable; they wanted to manage as much as possible, which translated into sometimes sixteen hours of galleys-like toil. Their itinerary was rough; they relied mostly on intuition and were in constant search for surprises. 

For instance, the agitated Big Crow Lake with its jagged rocky shores beaten by the surf, which one normally associates only with the sea. They struggled all day long with waves and adverse winds; the lake seemed to be endless. Suddenly, the scenery darkened and the current was pulling them into an ominous ravine. There were two steep towers at its beginning resembling a gate in a medieval castle, and weather-beaten spruce on their tops looked like guards’ lances. An untimely dusk was caused by a black stormy cloud, which was already dragging its belly over the towers. It was necessary to land immediately, anywhere and anyhow, although the shore was bristling with stockades and traps. Ed, despite all his strength and resistance, was good for nothing, but Daniel found the way out. He drove onto a gigantic, half sunken trunk, cut its branches and transformed them into supports for the overturned canoe. He managed this in record time, and at the next moment, their improvised shelter was being bombarded by enormous hail. 

The next day on foot, they discovered a crystalline pond, hidden behind a bizarre pile of coarse boulders, unpolished by water. To get their canoe there was not an easy task, but it was worthwhile. They found absolutely everything there – a deep pool in which they could dive from various heights, a grassy glade covered by flowers, among which Helena recognized gentians, resin smelling cedar-trees, keeping regular distances like in an English park. The most remarkable, however, was a ten-meter tall waterfall, which was rushing down like from a giant gargoyle.

Helena took a decision to climb one tower for the view. She did not have any equipment with her, not even a rope or hooks, but so what? One year ago she earned a first class rating on sandstone and was nominated for a climbing expedition in the Italian Dolomites. A relationship with Ed destroyed all these plans, no trip to Italy; she even had to stop her studies because of him. 

Daniel joined Helena on the tower. He intended to check from the heights for the next leg of their journey. Ed, as was his custom, planned to stay undisturbed and test his crossbow. It cost him almost three hundred dollars, a foolish price, and he decided, with his characteristic stubbornness, to learn how to shoot it well during the three weeks in the wilderness. He established a shooting range on every campsite and practiced and analyzed meticulously the curve of each arrow, whether it hit its target or not. 

They reached the summit rather easily. Helena, however, saw Dan’s unspoken concerns about how they would get back? and it amused her to see how he was suppressing it with a manly attitude. 

True, on the top, he forgot his worries instantly. Rocky walls of the other tower on the opposite shore seemed to be within reach, tiny pines there behaved like acrobats displaying their courage with which they leaned above the abyss. On the lee side, as if protected by a mighty castle, grew the superb firs. The top of one of them was just set in motion by a landing white-headed eagle. They found out through binoculars that there was a nest with a barely feathered eaglet. At that moment, the first eagle took off majestically, and another one, likely a female, landed in his place, while a little one was avidly tearing apart something bloody. 

Helena and Daniel could not resist, and tracked back a zigzagging route on the lake. From this height, jagged cliffs did not look menacing at all and changed into an exciting panoramic view, which could be photographed or filmed, but one that could be fully enjoyed only through one’s eyes and only from here, on this spot. 

“Ed missed a lot,” Daniel said dryly, maybe with a slight shade of irony. 

“He is a very good lad, and he works like a horse. He has so little time and would do anything in the world for me if I asked him to,” Helena replied, defending her man. 

“How did you meet?” Daniel continued. 

“In a tram to Vršovice,” she laughed. “He told me right away he was living in Toronto, earning in exchange more than our minister and invited me to join him.” 

“Was it a trick to get Czech girls?” inquired Daniel. 

“It looks like that. But he was deadly serious. He said, for him, it was love at first sight.” 

“And for you?” 

“I don’t know,” she stammered. “Love? He can impress, that’s true. You know, he’s an athlete from head to toe. True, I was into different sports, but we understood each other quite well, and he convinced me to try karate, allegedly because of my great talent.” 

“You really have the talent.” 

“Oh, nonsense. I only have a good memory and motor coordination, and I’m able to copy relatively complex movements, which is a benefit from my gymnastics years.” 

“Do you plan to get married?” he asked jokingly. 

“Ed is ready to wed at once. But,” she hesitated, “my impression is that he thinks mainly about himself, and forms this love to fit his need, while it never crosses his mind if my idea about love is somewhat different.” 

“Helena, according to you, what is the most beautiful thing life could offer us?” he asked suddenly, apparently without any connection. I am deadly serious,” he assured her when saw her embarrassment. 

“Love,” she responded decisively. “Love and motherhood. Knowing that we helped somebody, that we have prevented evil. And nature, of course. But it’s your turn now!” 

“Love,” he repeated with strange bitterness and remained silent for a while. “Then unspoiled nature and great art. As you can see,” he suddenly changed his mood, “we agree on two things out of three. Is it too little or is it enough?” 

“I think it’s a lot.” 

“I’m sorry only about one thing,” he continued, “it is such a pity that I cannot paint well. Imagine the pleasure to set an easel here and throw all this view on the canvas, plus add what we feel at this very spot, what this scenery evokes in us, how, on a place like this, a man is so grateful for having been born as a human, and not as an animal.” 

“You think some painter is really capable of all this?” she asked carefully. 

“Sure thing. Van Gogh was that type, Cézanne as well; among Canadian painters, Thomson or Harris or MacDonald. Did you know that a Group of Seven was coming here to paint? And do you know that Tom Thomson actually died here, in Algonquin?” 

“What happened?” she reacted automatically. She perceived it as a personal shame not knowing this name, which Dan was pronouncing with such enthusiasm. But he did not seem to have noticed. 

“Nobody managed to find out. His body hasn’t been found. The most likely version is that his canoe flipped over in the rapids and he drowned. Who knows, he might have been killed by a lightning or he could have died after a fall from a cliff.” 

“How come his body hasn’t been found?” 

“This fact surprises me the least,” he laughed. “There are plenty of black bears in these forests, without counting foxes, wolves, wolverines, badgers…” 

“Brrr,” she shook herself. 

“That’s prejudice,” he said categorically. “Tom Thomson simply returned his body to nature, like any other creature. To our detriment is the fact that he was only thirty-nine.” 

The whole episode left in her a feeling of embarrassment. When they finally decided to go down, they found out how justified were Dan’s concerns. To rappel some of the steepest parts would be easy, but without a rope, descending them with one’s face close to the wall, without eye control, relying on toeholds’ contacts for an appropriate continuation, all this was sometimes both nerve-wracking and life threatening. It was Dan who decided to cede several times and return to higher grounds, as soon as the risk surpassed reasonable proportions. He did not reproach her, he did not panic, although their venture looked sometimes hopeless and the rock seemed to be blocking their return. Yet, somehow, another miracle happened, and they managed to reach the campsite before sunset. Ed was still practicing how to shoot with his crossbow. He did not ask any questions, and there was no point in explaining anything to him. 

When they put out the fire after eleven o’clock and crawled into the tent, Helena arranged her position; for the first time she would be sleeping among them. It appeared as a trifle and meaningless gesture. Ed did not pay any attention to it, and, possibly, at least in the beginning, this was Dan’s view as well. Helena heard his breath, she felt the closeness of his body, and she knew he was not asleep yet. On impulse, she let her hand go from the sleeping bag and caressed his unshaven face; Dan did not cross the line, he did not reciprocate by touching her hand. 

Helena expected this feeling of deep affinity to pass quickly, this touch of souls, and she regretted it in advance. Yet the warmth of this feeling did not disappear; on the contrary, it continued to grow into magnificent burning intensity, in which she forgot physical difficulties and sufferings of the day. 

In the morning, she woke up with strong back pains as she usually did after serious climbing. Ed’s massage gave only partial relief, and a bit later, Dan pronounced a ruthless verdict: entering the swift current in the canyon would be a clear suicide. 

A portage was unavoidable. The rapids, combined with waterfalls, were at least five kilometers long, and the shore almost impassable. They moved at snail’s pace, everywhere there were sharp rocks and bushes through which they had to cut their way, as if they had been in primeval forests of equatorial Africa. Each of them got more than a full share of scratches and bites, since the undergrowth was full of black flies and other insects. This ordeal was over only in the late afternoon when they descended to the calm waters of Rainbow Lake. 

They pitched the tent on a sandy bar with particular attention to barring any vermin from getting inside, especially those devilish little flies, and then rushed to the water for washing, cooling down and relief. Ed used his privilege and bathed naked, but he was obviously fed up with inviting them to follow. They glimpsed a boat in the distance and waved at it, because it was the first time in two weeks since they had seen the presence of other people. 

“I bet those were Indians,” Ed commented one hour later, when they were comfortably lying in the tent and imagined how the outside evening mosquito dance was about to start. 

“What makes you think so?” Dan reacted after a while. 

“Only Indians are allowed to use motor boats here, aren’t they?” 

“I don’t think so. Many fishermen here have boats with little engines. But only Indians have the right to hunt in the park,” Dan responded. 

“How come?” Helena wanted to know. 

“They made things go their way,” Ed enlightened her. “Ontario’s government is always fawning to them.” 

“In reality, it’s a question of several moose every year,” Dan said. “They would have shot them anyway, legally or illegally.” 

“Indians say they have contracts for that, sometimes from the middle of the 18th century. But these were stipulated by Brits, not by Canada.” 

“That’s true, and many countries would probably not respect such documents, but Canada yes.” 

“That’s fine,” Ed interrupted him, “I have nothing against it. But it should tell them: Guys, you want your traditional rights, you want to hunt here, all right, hunt, but in a traditional way. No motorboats, but canoes made of birch bark, no snowmobiles, but snowshoes, and instead of using rifles, relearn how to shoot with bows and arrows. And the problem would be solved.” 

Ed, satisfied with his wit, soon fell asleep. Helena turned toward Dan, listened to his breathing and struggled again with a desire to caress him. At that moment, a treacherous thought struck her. How beautiful it could have been if they had been here without Ed, only the two of them, what kind of communication they could have had, and how splendid it would be to know they would not have to part in a few days. 

Suddenly, she felt a light touch on her forehead. Dan’s fingers tenderly passed from her bangs, to her cheeks and then to her lips. They followed their curvy line and went back, again and again, as if they had been insatiable in this kind of caress. Helena responded with a quiet, barely noticeable kiss of Dan’s palm. It was like a reciprocal confession. Then they only looked at each other in this absolutely impenetrable darkness. 

They repeated this ritual every night. New scenes, new impressions, colourful details of each day were reaching Helena like a distant echo. Sometimes she did not perceive them at all. She was listening to Dan’s voice, or recalling all tiny shades of yesterday’s touches of their fingers, she was scolding herself for not having enough courage to go further, she was wishing to make time pass faster, since evening meant she could correct yesterday’s hesitations, and she imagined many times how to arrange a silent, but passionate kiss. Tender platonic exchanges ceased to suffice to her. There were moments when she almost hated the sleeping Ed and his presence. 

This morning, Ed got a plan on how to hunt some game, using his crossbow, of course. Dan disagreed, but Ed was categorical: We are deep in the park, our edible supplies are almost exhausted, we did not eat fresh meat since we left Toronto, and the surrounding woods are full of animals and birds. Dan finally gave in and with a skeptical expression followed the complex procedure for arming the crossbow and preparing for shooting. Ed was explaining to them how the system of pulleys worked, how to place the arrow on the string and how to actually aim this bow, which reminded Helena of an ugly, monstrously strong midget. Then, Ed was proudly showing them how he could hit a circle of roughly one meter in diameter drawn on the tree’s trunk at a distance of at least thirty meters; five hits out of five attempts. Again, he managed what he set his mind on, and in an unbelievably short time. He probably expected Helena’s admiration and awe, but there, inside her, was still an echo of exuberant fanfares from an almost sleepless night, and she was hardly listening. 

A flock of wild ducks was rolling on the water in the nearby cove. The birds let them approach at a distance of approximately ten meters, then showed almost mandatory signs of worry and lazily swam a bit farther. Ed raised his crossbow and started to aim, when Dan touched his shoulder and silently pointed to the height. There was a robust black and brown bird sitting on the branch of a young oak close to the trunk, half hidden by the foliage. 

“What’s that?” Ed whispered. 

“A grouse,” Dan whispered back. 

Zzzuiii… the string produced an ugly high-pitched sound, the top of the tree broke, and under it the grouse was tossing with lots of noise. 

“I hit him,” Ed yelled triumphantly, but at the next moment the bird managed to free itself and get airborne. It did not seem to be hurt. 

“You hit the tree,” Dan stated matter of fact. 

“You think it’s so simple…” Ed took it as an offense. 

“I think you should abandon this idea,” Dan said with a conciliatory tone. “Look, these shots have a formidable strength. Even if you had hit the grouse precisely, it would be torn to pieces anyway. What could you do with it then? This is a weapon against bears…” 

“So, drive one here for me,” Ed snapped back. 

At this point, their hunting together was over. Helena and Dan were returning to the tent for packing, while Ed was stubbornly and angrily pulling the string again. 

They flattened the tent in a routine way, cleaned and folded it up. At that moment their eyes met. 

“What shall we do?” she asked with silent voice, but had an impression that this question erupted out of her like from an overheated boiler. 

“You would really want me?” 

“You even cannot imagine how much,” she squeezed the words out and felt how repulsive was the mask on her face, which she tried to keep on in case of Ed’s return. 

“Seriously?” 

“Yes, seriously,” she nodded thinking that Dan was in doubt due to her perfidious expression. 

“How come? You don’t know anything about me,” he objected dryly, very much to the point. “I’m seventeen years your senior, I was married twice and it ended twice in a catastrophe…” 

“Why?” she interrupted him. 

“After a few years they both found out that I was somebody else than they imagined to have married,” he declared sarcastically. “So, objectively, it must be my fault. In general, people are different than they appear to be, and this is doubly true in my case.” 

“You were cheating on them?” she asked with squeezed throat. 

“Well, no, they grew tired of me.” 

“I don’t understand. I don’t know anybody more interesting and original than you.” 

“Thanks. And what about Ed?” 

“I know, it’s base on my part, it’s something like betrayal, but I was never sure if the relationship between us was real love. I had moments many times when I wanted to finish it all and get back home. Believe me.” 

“How shall we tell Ed?” he continued. “As I know him, he won’t let you go that easily. He loves you and is convinced that you belong to him. You know very well, he is not used to losing.” 

“That’s true. I can’t imagine what it will do to him,” she sighed. 

“Do you think he is suspecting anything?” 

“I doubt so. His self-confidence is enormous.” 

“Shall we wait until we’re back in Toronto?” 

“Better. We can restrain ourselves for a couple of days.” 

“Do you fear him?” Dan asked with concern. 

“A bit. He has a very quick temper, but he’s able to manage himself. Yet, it is even worse then, when these bands eventually break.” 




“Friends, roughly five more minutes,” Dan’s real voice mixed with Helena’s memories. 

“How do you know?” Ed responded incredulously, but he put more force in his strokes. 

“Intuition.” 

Helena looked around. Their canoe was just cutting a relatively wide bay aiming to its distant end, as if attracted by the stains of lighter greenery. Meanwhile the other shore receded further away and sent towards them several flat islands. They were just passing the closest of them. It was densely overgrown – trunks of conifers piled there, as if each was fighting the other, many fell in combat and their rotten bones were obstructing the battle scene. It did not look promising for their purpose, but in the past days they had managed to land on even worse places. 

“Won’t we land over there?” Helena showed with her paddle. “Better something than nothing.” 

“No, it would be a mistake,” Dan answered. “There will be dusk one hour from now, while we’ll be enjoying sunshine for much longer. You’ll see. We’ll find a great place.” 

Yes, Dan was right, as usual. They expected rather muddy grounds, judging by presence of poplars and alders, but instead, they were greeted by a little beach made of tiny gravel, which the canoe’s prow softly entered. 

First, they walked around and examined their surroundings. It was open and airy, an oasis of fresh greenery at the foot of the rocky massif, which made some steps backwards. There was a narrow forested gorge with an inviting mysterious darkness begging to be explored; these plans could wait until their campsite was properly established. 

They chose a place for the tent in a little light glade not far from the beach on which the canoe had been pulled up. Ed carried all the equipment to the campsite and helped Helena to pitch the tent. A fireplace was made a bit further away as was usual. There was no shortage of room. As there was no dry wood and Dan did not want to cut live trees, he decided this time to use only driftwood found on the beach to start the campfire. 

Their synchronization did marvels. Tea was prepared in half an hour and water for beans was simmering in the kettle. Ed brought more wood, a gigantic pile destined for a bonfire later, and started his regular evening exercise. Helena watched him for a while – he was performing thirty push-ups using only three fingers of each hand, and, right afterwards, he was adding another thirty, this time on his joints. 

“Do you need any help?” she approached Dan, who commenced to pluck the duck that Ed had killed that morning. 

“No, thanks. It’ll be done in no time. I’ve lots of experience in this job.” 

“Shall we bathe?” Helena asked with a loud voice, as she wanted to be heard by both men. 

“Of course,” Ed growled and counted his squats done only on his left leg, ”eight, nine, and ten.” 

“Go alone,” Dan said. “I’ll put her on the spit and start roasting her. We have to move the spit constantly and sometimes the meat has to be moistened, otherwise it won’t taste good. We’ll take turns, okay?” 

“Where will you get a spit?” Ed interrupted his exercise. 

“I already have it. Look,” Dan showed them a straight, meticulously cut branch with a sharpened end. 

“That will burn and smoke,” Ed expressed his opinion. 

“No, no. This is oak, ” Dan responded with a rhyme. 

Helena laughed shortly and entered the tent backwards, where she intended to put on her swimming suit. Ed followed her and closed the zipper. 

“What are you doing?” she was surprised. 

Instead of answering, Ed, kneeling, embraced her from behind, put his face in her hair and found her neck with his lips. It was almost painful. She tried to get loose, but he managed to immobilize her, and next he tumbled her down on her back. At the same time he almost distorted her right ankle. The stench of his sweat was unbearable. 

“Are you crazy?” she hissed in his ear. “Let me go! I don’t want it! Do you understand?” 

“What crossed your mind?” he put on an insulted expression and really loosened his grip. 

“I don’t want to,” she repeated. 

“Because of him?” Ed made a gesture pointing outside. 

She felt a chill. 

“Three weeks of celibacy,” he mumbled unhappily and pulled down his pants. 

She turned away. 

Ed found his toilet accessories and a towel, and nakedly left the tent. 

Helena threw her swimming suit in the backpack, pulled on a sweater, and slowly walked towards the fire. 

Dan just finished his job. The duck, which, without plumes, had roughly half of her previous size, was being roasted above medium flames. 

“Have you heard it?” she asked. 

“What?” 

“You haven’t heard anything?” 

“No. Only once in a while I heard your voices from the tent. Were you talking about something important?” Dan looked up cautiously. 

“I would say so. He wanted to do me…” 

“And you?” 

“I shot him down,” she explained agitatedly. “Like a tennis ball.” 

“And he?” 

“He let me be, but he didn’t like it. Not a bit.” 

“You think he got the message?” 

“I don’t know. But he sure is thinking about it now,” Helena looked towards the lake. 

Ed, covered with foam from head to foot, just put the soap on the overturn canoe and threw himself head on in deeper water for rinsing and a swim. 

“You know, I cannot wait until we’re back in Toronto,” Helena continued. “I want this comedy to finish. I really cannot stand him now. I don’t understand how I could have been intimate with him.” 

“Don’t you think,” Dan decided to speak his mind, “don’t you think it would be better to tell him about us right away? At least, he couldn’t accuse us of having fun at his expense.” 

“He will accuse us about that anyway,” Helena declared, “I know him.” She followed the head in the distance. 

“We should plan it, Helena,” Dan took her hand and forced her to sit down next to him on the grass. 

She lost Ed from sight, which meant that he could not see them either. 

“Give me a kiss, fast,” she begged. 

Dan complied. It was a short, hurried, almost only a friendly kiss. She sensed how Dan disliked this situation. 

“If we start our return tomorrow,” he said to the point, “the day after tomorrow we can be in Toronto. You can leave for my place and you don’t have to see Ed anymore.” 

“It won’t be that simple. I have plenty of things in his apartment, and I don’t want to lose them.” 

“Don’t worry. I’ll bring them to you.” 

“So when do you want to tell him?” 

“The best,” Dan hesitated again, “the best would be probably right now. He almost invited us to do so.” 

“And what if,” Helena stood up and nervously examined the lake’s surface. The head was still rather far from the shore. “What if he goes crazy?” 

Dan swallowed. 

“What do you think he could do to us?” he asked insecurely after a while. “Beat us up? I’m sure he would think twice. It would be clearly against karate’s philosophy, if a master, the black belt bearer, beats his pupil because of jealousy.” 

“And what if he kills us?” 

“Helena, don’t exaggerate,” Dan said decisively. “Don’t turn him into a madman. He doesn’t deserve that. I know, it will be a big blow for him, especially for his self-esteem, but any situation could be managed. You’ll see, very much will depend on how we will present it to him.” 

Helena opened a dark green case, which covered the crossbow. She took it out with obvious revulsion and grabbed a short arrow in the side pocket. 

“What are you doing?” Dan jumped up and almost tore the weapon from her hands. 

“I was thinking,” she responded with a weak voice and looked how Dan was closing the case, “that he could use it against us. We should hide it or better destroy it.” 

“Helena, calm down, please, calm down. Let me handle it. Try to behave normally. The best would be to talk to him after supper…” 

“He’s swimming back,” Helena interrupted. 

“Go for a walk. I’ll tell him that you wanted to climb the rock. It will look very likely. I know how you feel, but try to suppress it for now. You’ll see everything will be fine.” Dan interwoved his fingers into hers and held them for a while. 

She realized with surprise that during their conversation Dan did not forget to rotate the spit. Droplets of grease were falling in hot coals and produced short flashes of flames. I would need his confidence, she thought on her way to the gorge. 

She reached the rocky wall at the fringe of the campsite. It was big-grained granite providing plenty of tiny but steady supports. The touch calmed her immediately, as she started to imagine her climb in the thickening darkness. What a pity, she will not have an opportunity to materialize it. Then mosquito attacks intensified and forced her to go back. 

Ed, dressed in his favourite yellow tracksuit, was sitting peacefully next to Dan and inhaling with pleasure the smell of the roast. Helena felt how her stomach tightened, as they had not eaten anything since this morning. 

“Do we still have any repellent?” she called from the tent. 

“The last one,” Ed answered and shook the container, which stood at his feet. “Come here, I’ll spray you over.” 

She judged from his tone that everything was as before and obeyed with relief. 

“I’m so hungry,” she said. 

“It won’t be long, Madam,” Dan bent himself like a devoted servant and poured smoking beans in a cup. “The duckling will be ready in no time, Madam.” 

Why this farce? she thought. It’s hardly a suitable introduction to what is supposed to follow. Then it crossed her mind that Dan might be signalling a change in their plans. She welcomed it. Of course, it would be wiser to wait until they are back among people. 

“Ed, there is no trace of your arrow on this duck,” Dan said when they were consuming beans and devouring the golden roast with their eyes. “How did you get it?” 

“I shot off its head,” Ed replied shortly. 

“Really?” Dan winked at Helena. 

“Yeah,” Ed decided not to look at him. 

“A duck, which does not fear people very much, could be killed with an ordinary stone.” 

“I shot off its head. How many times do I have to repeat this?” Ed bristled up. 

“On your honour of a karate fighter?” 

“Leave it,” Helena intervened. “Does it matter?” 

“Of course not,” Dan raised the spit from forks and helped the roast to glide on a plastic plate. He ran the knife in the meat to find out if it was roasted all the way to the bones, nodded with satisfaction, and started apportioning it. 

Ed put big dry branches on the fire. The flames caught immediately and pushed back the tight cover of darkness. Helena, who started to feel previous tension, felt relieved. That’s curious, she thought, what easy relief an ordinary fire can produce. 

“Madam, which part of the duck would you kindly choose?” inquired Dan the chef. 

“Do you charge extra for white meat?” she answered, accepting his game. 

“No, dear. Our enterprise will be greatly rewarded if you enjoy your meal,” Dan passed her a generous plateful and divided the rest in two. 

Ed put some salt on a thigh and made a big impatient bite. 

“It’s a fairy tale,” Helena made a smacking sound with her lips. “I’ve never eaten anything better.” 

“It’s really splendidly roasted,” Ed joined in the praise. 

“All honours and glory have to go to our principal hunter,” proferred Dan, returning the compliments. He intentionally ate very slowly and savoured every bite. “But we certainly wouldn’t be overjoyed,” he added after a while, “if rangers suddenly came here and asked how we got this delicacy.” 

“That would be unfortunate,” Helena laughed and licked her greasy fingers. “What would you tell them?” 

“The truth. That our supplies are down and we were hungry. But it wouldn’t save us from a fine.” 

“How much could it be?” Helena showed her curiosity. 

“I don’t know. Maybe three hundred, maybe five hundred.” 

“Really?” she was terrified. “Five hundred dollars for a duck?” 

“Five hundred bucks is for Dan as much as twenty cents is for us,” Ed passed an unexpected comment. 

“That’s how myths are being born,” Dan responded dryly. 

“Dan didn’t brag in front of you how rich he was?” Ed continued. 

“No,” Helena said with surprise. At the same moment she realized Ed’s provocative tone, and Dan’s embarrassment and unwillingness to go on. Ed’s manners filled her with indignation. “Not everybody is like you,” she responded ironically. “I heard from you, in your second or third sentence, that you were making 45 thousand Canadian dollars per year.” 

“Well, don’t tell me that a poor Czech student of medicine was not impressed.” 

“I was, but in a bit of a different way than you imagined,” she retorted. 

“There are rumours told among Czechs in Toronto,” Ed turned toward Dan, “how you earned or won millions.” 

“Millions, yes,” Dan said coldly, “but not of dollars, of Italian liras.” 

He paused. 

“It doesn’t matter, tell us anyway,” Ed pressed intrusively. 

“It was fifteen years ago,” Dan started, “I was a refugee in Italy and I managed to win the first prize in Totocalcio. It’s a sort of Italian betting agency. I’m not a soccer fan, but I tried to place a bet a couple of times,” Helena noticed that Dan was talking primarily to her, “and, of course, I won nothing. Once, just for fun, I decided to play all ties and that was it.” 

“How much?” Ed asked. 

“I won 723 million of liras, which was at that time roughly 688 thousand Canadian dollars.” 

“Fiiiu,” Ed made a respectful whistle. 

“The best part of it was,” Dan laughed, “that I did not bother to check results for long time and I was carrying the winning ticket in my wallet for two weeks as a piece of worthless paper.” 

“And what did you do afterwards?” Helena asked, feeling the embarrassment before the words were completely out of her mouth. 

“You know, naturally, I was tempted to forget about Canada and start travelling, to Sicily, Greece, Crete… But I wished to prove to myself in my own way that I could find gainful employment in the West, despite my lack of a practical profession…” 

“What profession? Sorry, what’s your original profession?” Helena abruptly cut in. “We never spoke about it.” 

“Classical philology, mainly Latin.” 

“I had no idea,” she said with surprise. “You’re quite a secretive person.” 

“Wait, don’t interrupt him,” Ed reproached her. 

“Secretive person? Maybe,” Dan responded. “I have a principle according to which people should know the least possible about me, and I subconsciously filter the information that is passed on to my friends. Would you believe that you and Ed are only the third and fourth person whom I’m telling this story?” 

“Did you have any problems when you transferred this money to Canada?” Ed asked. 

“No. I did not mention this money to the Canadian authorities at all. Nowadays, I know, it was actually tax evasion, but at that time I had absolutely no idea. I simply deposited the full amount at Banca nazionale at eleven per cent interest and I convinced myself that I had no money.” 

“My God,” Helena exhaled. 

“Well, after my arrival in Toronto, when I was in so called cultural shock, the employees at the immigration office told me I was speaking decent English and I did not need a language course,” Dan laughed again. “Those guys simply recommended to me not to waste time sitting in class and look instead for a job. On the other hand, they did not rush me too much, and gave me ninety dollars weekly, fifty for rent and forty for food. Unfortunately, nobody was interested in my teaching capacities, which I assumed. In a letter from Hamilton, the university said bluntly that they had more teachers for Latin than students. I tried to sell bicycles but my boss told me not to come next day. Only half a year later I got a job as a receptionist at Ramada Inn for a minimal wage, which the law set at that time at four dollars ninety cents per hour.” 

“And you lived on this?” Ed asked with disbelief. 

“And you didn’t want to quit?” Helena too showed extreme amazement. 

“Oh yes, of course, many times, but if I had abandoned, I would have proven to myself that in practical matters I was good for nothing. So I was trying to find something, which would promise a decent career. Finally, I passed courses giving me a real estate license. I don’t know if this is really a career, but I was relatively successful in it. According to Royal Lepage, last year, I was the fourth best salesman in Ontario.” 

“And do you like it?” 

“There are positive aspects in it,” Dan nodded with little enthusiasm. “Frankly, I would enjoy more if I could teach Latin. Latin is a royal language. By comparison, contemporary Romance languages are second rate.” 

“And when did you get your money from Italy?” Helena wanted to know. 

“Four years later.” 

“What a story,” Ed said, “like from a Reader’s Digest.” 

“You mean it as a compliment?” 

“I believe everything what you told us, except one thing.” 

“Which is?” 

“I think, actually I’m hundred per cent convinced about it,” Ed was not in a hurry to finish his sentence, “that Helena heard this story before me.” 

“It’s nonsense,” Dan protested. 

“You’re judging others by yourself,” Helena exploded. 

“Look, sweeties,” Ed’s voice became rough, “you think I’m an imbecile? During the last week, Helena didn’t say one kind word to me, and you, Dan, you have changed, too. Therefore I have a strong feeling to be an intruder here.” 

They both were shocked and remained silent – this revelation resembled a precise hit. 

“Look, Ed,” Dan was the first to regain his composure. “I did not want to betray you, believe me, I was struggling with this affection since the very first day. You didn’t recognize it, did you?” 



	
	


	
		Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Trips out of Civilization.

		Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
	

OEBPS/Fonts/timesbi.ttf




OEBPS/Fonts/timesi.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/times.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/timesbd.ttf


OEBPS/Images/logo-carpe.jpg






OEBPS/Images/Obalka-Trips.jpg





