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Coffee Break Tales
are complete short
stories designed to be read whenever you are able to grab a short
break, like taking time off for a cup of coffee or a cigarette.
They are ideal for mobile phones and tablets.

 


***

 


I first met Jonathon at a charity function held in a
fancy, five star hotel in Johannesburg's northern suburbs. It was
part of the world I effortlessly inhabited at the time. As the
head-writer at the country's most exclusive and expensive,
corporate public relations firm, I moved in high circles.

He wore a tux but looked uncomfortable and
out of place. A doctor with Doctors Without
Borders, he
was much more at home in his rural clinic but the organization
relied on corporate donations and there were times he had no option
but to reluctantly schmooze at fund-raising events.

He looked interesting so I made a point of buying him
a drink and we got chatting. Jonathon operated a small clinic in
deep rural Kwa Zulu - Natal that was the only source of medical
assistance to a few thousand people who lived in villages in the
area.

He said he loved his work, but to be honest, I
quickly grew bored with the conversation. He was an educated man, a
doctor, but knew nothing of the world. There was no Internet where
he lived, he knew little of current affairs and when it came to
financial topics and investments, he was clueless.

When I finished my glass of 12 year-old scotch, I
graciously excused myself and headed off to chat with the CEO of a
large bank. I never thought I'd see Jonathon again. Our world's
were separate and different. Mine sophisticated and civilized, his
backwards and primitive.

And our paths most likely would not have crossed
again, had I not been retrenched six months later. In a single
moment, on a Tuesday morning, I discovered my carefully
constructed, moderately well-to-do existence was, in fact a house
of cards. Like so many of my age and generation, I believed the
good times, the easily-available credit and an abundance of work
would last forever. When it crashed, it came down hard and I was
left gasping, neck-deep, in a sea of debt.

In short order I lost it all...the wife...the
dog...the house...the car and pretty much everything else in
between. My retrenchment package was enough to settle my debts with
almost nothing left over.

I thought I'd easily find another job - after all I
was at the top of my game and over the years I'd built up an
impressive network of contacts - I was wrong. No-one wanted to hire
a fifty-something man, and after six months of making calls and
sending out CVs, I gave up looking for work.

For year's I'd harbored an idea of visiting the
remotest areas of the country and writing a book about the journey.
I hoped it would sell enough to put me back on my feet.

That was how I came to turn onto a dirt
road in a borrowed, battered, but reliable pick-up truck. Purely by
chance, I saw the Doctors Without Borders clinic signboard, remembered meeting
Jonathon and, on a whim, decided to visit him.

The sun was high in the sky and the progress on the
slippery road slow. Quickly I began to sweat. After traveling about
15 kilometers, the road narrowed and became little more than three
tracks, running like parallel lengths of spaghetti laid across the
African bushveld. There were no fences and mud huts dotted the lush
landscape. Cattle grazed in the fields and kids in tattered clothes
stared at me as I slowly followed the track. Some waved and I waved
back. Beside most of the homes a small patch of land had been
cleared for cultivation and I saw women working in the fields.

I began to think I was lost and should turn back but
just as I crested a small hill, I saw the clinic. It was a modest,
oblong building constructed from concrete blocks, with a green,
corrugated-iron roof. Outside, situated in the front and on the
side, was a row of wooden benches where a large number of mostly
women and children sat. Some held umbrellas to shield them from the
fierce African sun. Nearby was a windmill I figured was used to
pump water to a tank located on a high, steel platform beside the
clinic.

I parked the pick-up under a short, thorn-tree that
scratched the roof, got out and was immediately engulfed by a small
swarm of flies, drawn to my salty sweat. Everyone in the line of
people sitting on the benches, waiting their turn to see the
doctor, watched me but no-one moved. When you've waited so long,
you don't want to risk losing your place.

I waved to them and then went into the empty
reception area. On the wall were posters with pictures of condom
cartoon characters. AIDS runs rampant in South Africa but is
particularly prevalent in the rural areas.

It was a battle the government and NGOs admitted they
were losing and I was convinced many of the people sitting on the
benches outside, were infected. I felt no sympathy. They were just
a curiosity, like watching a television news broadcast about a
natural disaster. You know it's a tragedy and people are hurting
and suffering but because you are not personally affected, it's
little more than an interesting video clip.

I followed the passage until I found an open door and
when I peered in, I saw Jonathon examining a pathetically thin, old
man.

"Hi Jonathon, remember me?"

He looked up.

"The function in Sandton?" he said, his voice, not
completely sure. "Good Lord, that was over a year ago. What brings
you here? I'm sorry, I can't remember your name."

"Mike...Mike Thurber, I saw the sign on the road and
thought I'd pop in and say 'hi'".

"Yes, that's right. Nice to see you Mike. This is
Gladys, she's my right-hand man...er...person." He pointed to the
black nurse helping him.

"Hello, Gladys," I said. Instinctively I intended to
shake her hand until I saw she wore blue, latex, surgical gloves
that appeared to have flecks of blood on them.

"Sit down." said Jonathon. He motioned to a
high-backed, wooden, chair behind a desk. "You may as well make
yourself comfortable. I could be a while, you no doubt saw all the
people waiting to see me."

I nodded and sat down. Although the windows were
opened wide, there was no breeze and the room was stiflingly
hot.

Jonathon turned back to his patient.

"Ask him if the night-sweats are getting any worse,"
he instructed Gladys.

She spoke to the man in Zulu and she nodded her head
when he answered.

"They are getting worse and there is blood in the
phlegm he coughs up," she said.

Jonathon jotted that down.

"Is he taking his tablets and eating properly?"

She asked the old man the question.

"He is taking his tablets but they are almost
finished and he eats when he can but mostly is not hungry."

"Pack some more medicine for him and tell him to rest
as much as he can...and emphasise how important it is that he eat,"
said Jonathon. "I want to see him again in two weeks.

"Then give me ten minutes before you send in the next
patient."

Gladys helped the old man to his feet. She took a key
with a homemade wooden tag marked "Dispensary" from a hook on the
wall and gently shepherded the old man out of the room.

Jonathon sighed and leaned back on the stool on which
he was sitting. He peeled off his latex gloves and tossed them into
a bin.

"I don't think the old bugger will survive for
another two weeks," he said.

"AIDS?"

He nodded.

"I have no idea how he got it at his age. With the
great number of people I see, I don't have the time to talk to them
about anything, other than their illness and symptoms.

"I've never asked him and it doesn't really matter -
it won't change a thing."

I suddenly realized the old man was the first person
I knew for certain had AIDS that I'd ever stood so close to. I knew
I had to have had similar experiences before - in a country with
one of the world's highest infection-rates that was a given - but I
was unaware. This was the first time I had seen the illness up
close, seen someone with the disease who will soon die.

"Is he on anti-retrovirals?" I asked.

Jonathon shook his head.

"No, we give him anti-biotics to stave off the
effects of the Tuberculosis and other opportunistic illness that
may present. We also give him vitamins to try to boost his
strength.

"We could prolong the lives of many of these people
if we gave them ARVs but the government is sitting on its hands and
not supplying them."

He filled a kettle with water and turned it on to
make tea.

"Just in time," he said, as Gladys returned.

Jonathon poured the boiling water into three mugs,
each containing a teabag.

"Sugar?"

I nodded. "Two please and white."

He stirred the tea and handed the steaming mug to
me.

"Would you mind if I hung around for a bit and took a
few photographs?" I asked. "I'd like to take some pictures while
you work."

I explained about the book I intended to write.

"I don't have any problems with being photographed
and I'm sure Gladys doesn't either...she loves being photographed,"
he flashed her a smile and her face broke into a broad grin.
"You'll have to get the patient's permission before you can take
shots of them, however.

"Gladys will speak to them."

When we'd finished our tea, Jonathon and Gladys
returned to work and I went to the pick-up to get my camera.

For the next few hours I watched and photographed as
they consulted with patients. At just after four thirty in the
afternoon they saw their last and ninety third patient and after
they ushered her out, Jonathon locked and bolted the clinic
doors.

"Unbelievable! Is that the way it is every day?" I
asked.

"Pretty much, although sometimes it can be even
busier. We don't consult on weekends but if there is an emergency
we take care of it."

He opened the top drawer of a filing cabinet behind
his desk and produced a three quarters-full bottle of scotch.

"I reckon we've earned a drink, 'eh Gladys?"

She nodded.

He poured three healthy shots into each of the tea
mugs.

"I know you drink scotch," he said, handing me the
mug. "It's not as fancy as the brand I remember you drinking, and
we don't have cut crystal glasses, but it works for us."

I felt my face flush with embarrassment.

"My life's not like that anymore," I stammered.

"Your health!" said Jonathon and downed the contents
of his mug in a single gulp.

 


***

 


Jonathon lived in a modest house about five
kilometres from the clinic. It was a round building known as a
'rondavel' in South Africa but rather than the traditional, thatch,
it had a roof made of asbestos sheeting. Tacked onto the sides was
a kitchen and a bathroom and, in front, were two, huge, wild-fig
trees.

The rondavel itself was a large, single room with
three single beds, a writing desk and few easy chairs.

"It's not much," said Jonathon, "but make yourself at
home. You're welcome to stay as long as you like. I would enjoy the
company."

I brought in a duffel bag from the truck and set it
down by one of the two spare beds.

"Do you stay here on your own?" I asked.

"Mostly, although there are occasions when other DWB
doctors stay over while en route to one of the other clinics. And
sometimes my girlfriend comes from the city and spends a few
days."

He changed into a pair of shorts.

"Do you fancy chicken for supper?"

"Sure," I replied.

"Good, then follow me and let's go and sort out
dinner."

I followed him to a fenced off chicken-pen situated a
little way beyond the wild-fig trees.

"Pick one."

For a moment I was taken aback. Jesus! Talk about
fresh!

"Go on, choose your dinner."

Somewhat hesitantly I pointed to a rust-colored
hen.

"Not Goldy! he shrieked but then I realized he was
messing with me.

He vaulted over the fence and herded the squawking
birds into a corner. Quickly and deftly he caught the hen.

Nearby, with an ax embedded in it, was a sawed-off
tree-stump that did duty as a chopping block and, before I realized
what he was doing, Jonathon lopped off the chicken's head.

I imagined the bird's demise was quick and painless
but it still disturbed me. As a city-boy I was used to my chicken
dinner arriving in a different form and a lot less bloody!

"I killed it, you pluck and clean it," said Jonathon
holding the still-flapping bird upside down by its legs.

I watched in morbid fascination as it bled out and
the frantic flapping slowed and eventually stopped. When it was
still, he dropped it at my feet.

"Have a beer while I boil a pot of water," he said.
"It's easier to pluck them after they've been dunked in boiling
water."

We sat outside on folding canvas chairs under one of
the giant, wild-fig trees, each sipping a cold beer.

"Those chickens are payments," he said suddenly.

"How do you mean?"

"The clinic and my services to the people around here
are all offered free. The costs are covered by DWB and the
government. But many of the people I treat are proud and don't want
hand-outs.

"But they are extraordinarily poor so, instead of
cash, they sometimes pay in kind. I've got chickens, goats, bags of
maize meal and even a pig once."

"Why do you do it?" I asked.

"Do what?"

"Work out here in the middle of nowhere. You
obviously can't get paid much. If you had a practice in a wealthy
suburb in the city you'd be much better off."

Jonathon took a sip of beer and smiled.

"I'm not sure I would be better off. In Sandton or
Cape Town my rich patients would just see me as another high-paid
servant but here, I am much more than that. The look of gratitude
in their eyes when I help them, is worth much more than money.
Money comes and goes but the joy of experiencing their gratitude
will live with me until I die.

"And to be honest, I feel more part of this country
living here than I ever did, back in the city, where I grew
up."

He lifted the lid on the blackened pot on the fire.
The water was beginning to bubble and he dropped the decapitated
chicken into the steaming liquid. A few moments later he fished it
out and handed it to me.

The feathers pulled out quickly and easily and I was
surprised at how quickly I had the bird cleaned on the outside.

"I don't know how to gut it," I said. "Not something
I've ever done before."

I handed the chicken to him and he smiled and he
smiled and took it into the kitchen in the rondavel. There, with
the precision of a surgeon, he quickly gutted it and split the
breast-bone so he could open it like a butterfly. He basted it with
a mixture of olive oil and chili powder and we went back outside
and put it on the grill on the fire.

When it was done we ate the crisp chicken with a tin
of sweetcorn and baked beans and washed it down with another two
cans of beer each.

"What are you plans?" asked Jonathon, picking his
teeth with a twig he'd sharpened with his pocket knife.

"I'd like to hang around for a bit, if that's okay
with you. I think there is a great story here that I'd like to
include in my book. But I'd like to make it personal and focus on
one particular person and family.

"I was thinking of the old man, the patient you were
treating when I arrived."

Jonathon's brow furrowed as he searched his memory,
trying to recall which patient it was.

"Yes, I know who you are talking about but that won't
work. He speaks no English and I can't spare Gladys to translate
for you. But I have someone similar in mind, also an older man. Let
me see what I can do to set it up."

 


***

 


George Makambura was a frail man but there was still
fire and dignity in his eyes. He knew he was going to die and did
not have much time left.

"You are welcome," he said and indicated to a young
woman standing nearby to bring a chair for me. We sat in the shade
of the lee of a hut.

"Thank you for meeting me and being prepared to talk
to me," I said. "I realize this can't be easy, having a stranger
come into your house asking you questions."

He peered at me through watery eyes but his voice was
unwavering and his English perfect.

"If my story helps save the lives of others by
stopping them making the same mistakes as me, then it is important
that we speak.

"This is a terrible disease. It cuts down the
youngest and most productive people on this continent and, unless
we learn and take proper steps, Africa will continue to languish in
poverty.

He wheezed and suddenly began to cough and although
Jonathon had assured me I could not be infected, I still had to
fight the urge not to cover my face and move away.

His cough was harsh and wracking and when the bout
finally stilled, he spat into a handkerchief in his hand.

"I am sorry," he gasped. "Please excuse me. You must
think I am ill-mannered but this cough..." He gasped before he
could continue. "It comes without warning, when you least expect it
and it can't be stopped.

The bronchial attack had left him gulping for
air.

"What is it you would like to know?"

"Let's start with your telling me something about
yourself. Where did you grow up? Where did you go to school?"

"I was born in what was then Rhodesia and went to an
Anglican mission school."

"That explains your superb English," I said, as I
jotted down notes.

"Like so many boys of my generation, when I completed
my schooling, I came to South Africa to seek my fortune. I planned
to earn enough money to be able to go back home, find a wife, buy
some cattle and raise my children."

"How old are you?" I asked.

"I am 67."

 

I could hardly believe it. He looked twenty years
older and I hoped my astonishment didn't show."

"In Johannesburg I found work on the gold mines. I
was better educated than the other black men employed there and
rose quickly through the ranks. Before long I was appointed Boss
Boy.

"I worked hard and saved hard but I never did get to
go back to Rhodesia to find a bride. I met a beautiful young woman,
we fell in love, married and she produced six children for me but
unfortunately only one son.

"We only saw each other once or twice a year. In
those days there were no married-quarters for blacks on the mines.
She lived here, where she grew up, as I did not want her to live in
the city if we could not live together."

The young woman who'd brought the chair for me
arrived with a plastic tray with two cups of tea, a silver milk jug
and a silver sugar bowl. There was also a fine china plate with two
polony sandwiches.

I hesitated for a moment. I knew I could not contract
AIDS by using the plates of an infected person but...

"Don't worry," said George, "you can't catch the
illness."

It was as though he could read my mind and I was
instantly embarrassed. I suddenly realised, no matter how educated
and superior I thought I was, when it came right down to it, I was
as superstitious as anyone else.

I felt myself blush and the tips of my ears grew
hot.

"I...I wasn't thinking that," I stammered, feeling
stupid and ignorant. "I was just considering if I was hungry or
not."

Makambura smiled and left it at that. He spooned
three spoons of sugar into a delicate, white, china, teacup.

I followed his example. The tea was hot and sweet and
the polony sandwich, good. It made me think of school lunches long
ago.

"How long have you been back here? When did you leave
the mines?"

He stroked a stubbled chin while he made a mental
calculation.

"Twenty two years."

We sat silently for a few moments, each concerned
with our own thoughts. A little way away, a group of small children
played on a swing made from an old tire, suspended from the
branches of a large tree.

Two scrawny dogs lurked just beyond kicking range,
waiting for us to drop something, and a few chickens scratched and
pecked in the dirt.

I put my empty cup back on the tray.

"I'm uncomfortable asking this, but how did you get
the disease? AIDS is normally contracted by young, sexually-active
people."

A wry smile crossed his face.

"Do you think you are too old to have sex when you
are 60?"

I wasn't sure how to answer. Was he joking? Messing
with me?

"Well if you say that, then obviously you aren't too
old."

"My first wife died twelve years ago," he explained.
"My children have all left or are dead and I did not want to grow
old and have no-one to take care of me.

"So, a year after she died, I decided I wanted to
take a new wife, someone young and strong. Someone who could work
in the fields and produce another son.

"I found the right girl and married her - I'm sure
she agreed only because I have some money but I didn't mind. It was
a convenient arrangement.

"I knew she was no virgin but did not know she'd
slept with many men before we were married."

He paused for a moment and I could see he was
becoming tired.

"I think you can guess the rest. She had the virus, I
became infected and she died barely two years after we married. I
will show you her grave sometime."

I wanted to ask him more but I saw the effort
involved in talking had left him worn out.

"Thank you George," I said. "It's been a privilege.
If it's okay with you, I will call back tomorrow and we can talk
some more. Maybe I can take some pictures."

He nodded and held out a boney hand and, this time,
when I shook it, I had no urge to pull away.

 


***

 


"How was your visit with old Makambura?" asked
Jonathon.

We sat outside his house on the canvas folding
chairs, watching the African sun set, while we sipped cold beers
I'd bought at a trading store earlier that afternoon.

I told him how I'd hesitated when they offered me
food and how embarrassed I now felt about that. Jonathon
smiled.

"It happens to all of us in the beginning," he said.
"I'm a doctor and I reacted like that too, the first time I
encountered a full-blown AIDS patient.

"Don't beat yourself up about it."

He took a swig of beer.

"Did you find out how he contracted the virus?"

"I did."

I told him the story.

"Out here it's not unusual for a man, we would
consider old and over-the-hill, to hump like a teenager and father
children. A while ago I consulted with a woman who was impregnated
by a man in his mid seventies."

I whistled in amazement.

"Your patients really seem to like and trust you," I
said, reaching for a fresh beer.

"They have no option, I'm their only choice."

"I think you are being too modest," I said. "Some
would say you are doing God's work."

"I don't believe in God, so that's not possible," he
said. He crushed his empty beer can, tossed it into the trash
bucket and reached for a fresh one. "God is just an adult fairy
tale, an emotional balm.

"Why do you not believe?" I asked.

"Because I am primarily a scientist and there is
absolutely no evidence to support the existence of some supreme
being, whose hand is somehow in everything.

"And as for what is written in the Bible, anyone with
even half a brain will know it is impossible for a man to be
swallowed and then emerge alive and unscathed three days later.
Have those who believe that never heard of gastric juices and
digestive enzymes? It's just not possible!"

He paused for a moment, considering what he next
wanted to say.

"And it's not valid," he continued, "to claim those
stories - parting the Red Sea, saving all the creatures of the
world in a single boat - are confined to the Old Testament.

"No-one can believe someone who died two days
earlier, in a hot climate, can be raised from the dead."

"On the face of it, that is difficult to believe," I
said, "but believers and the writers of the Gospels say that is
where faith comes into play."

Jonathon snorted.

"The reality is, the Gospels in the New Testament
were written some seventy years after the time of Christ, just as
the Quran was written long after Muhammed died. During that time
the new church was struggling to gain a foothold and faced
persecution from many quarters.

"While there is historical, recorded, evidence of the
existence of Jesus, his story and the accounts of his works were
passed down orally for almost one hundred years. That in itself
would lead to factual inaccuracies and embellishments, to serve the
purposes of the new church and keep its converts in line."

He pushed a log onto the fire with the tip of his
boot.

"Gospels like that written by Thomas that failed to
follow the line pushed by the Catholic Church of the time, were
simply left out and the Bible was modified to suit the purposes of
the government and church leaders.

"I could go on. There are so many inconsistencies -
without even looking at questions like heaven, hell and faith -
that, as a thinking person, make it impossible for me to believe in
the concept of God."

The sun had set and it grew dark. Mosquitoes began
buzzing around our heads so we went inside.

"You seem to have given religion a lot of thought," I
said.

"I grew up in a 'fundamentalist Christian' home. For
a large part of my formative life I ate, slept and drank religion.
I was a leader in the Youth Church, formed a Christian rock band,
attended Bible-study courses...hell I even intended to become a
pastor."

"So why the change?" I asked, scratching vigorously
at a mosquito-bite on my wrist.

"I just couldn't shake the doubts I had," Jonathon
replied. "And the church elders and leaders offered no logical
answers to the questions I posed. They brushed me off with answers
like: 'God said there are many things we do not understand but that
will be revealed to us in heaven one day.'

"They told me, it was not me asking those awkward
questions but rather it was Satan poisoning my mind and I should
pray harder for my faith to be strengthened.

"That was always their answer whenever anything bad
happened - those affected by the event simply did not have strong
enough faith!

"Yet, when I pointed out, in effect, their argument
meant man was more powerful than God because, if what they said was
true, it was man's faith that determined the outcome rather than
God. If that were the case, why do we need God at all, if we have
faith?

"Their response? My questions were because my faith
was weak."

He kicked off his boots and lay back on his bed, his
fingers clasped behind his head.

"They promised to pray for me and I am sure they did
but prayer and the supposed power of it also poses problems for me.
We are told to pray hard and God will hear and answer our prayers.
But when what we pray for does not come about, the glib explanation
is, what was prayed for, wasn't God's will and God will always do
what is best for us.

"The logical conclusion to that argument is, prayer
is then a complete waste of time, because no matter what we ask and
pray for, God will do what and how he pleases."

I smacked a blood-filled mosquito on my arm.

"I asked myself," Jonathon continued, "if God always
does the best for humanity - which it is claimed He does - why then
do bad things happen in the world? And what happens if two people,
mortal enemies, each pray to prevail over the other? Whose prayer
is God going to answer and why?

"Of course the answer is explained by saying, God has
given man free will, but that is no answer at all. If God's love is
divine, all-encompassing and greater than anything humans can even
conceive, and if we are all his children, why then does He stand
idly by and sometimes watch his children endure the most horrible
suffering?

"What sort of compassion and love is that? As a
simple, human being, not nearly a god, I would never allow my
children to suffer, if I could do something about it."

The discussion touched a raw nerve with me. These
were the same questions I'd asked myself over many years and
Jonathon proved, you do not have to be a believer to do great works
of kindness and self-sacrifice.

"What are your beliefs?" Jonathon asked.

"It depends on my circumstances and my state-of-mind
at the time," I replied. "Let's just say, right now, I'm still
searching for answers."

 


***

 


The following morning George Makambura and I walked
slowly down a sandy pathway that cut between scrubby trees and led
to the village graveyard. I was immediately struck by the number of
fresh graves. We stopped and he pointed to a tombstone.

"This is my son," he said, touching the polished
marble with his walking stick.

From the dates carved into the marble, I could see
the boy was twenty four when he died, the same age as my eldest
son, and a wave of acute sadness washed over me. God, how I missed
my boys but, at least they were in Australia and not dead!

Makambura stood quietly by the graveside, his head
bowed and I wondered if he were praying. When he looked up there
were tears in his eyes and there was suddenly a bond between us -
two fathers who missed their sons, only, one would never see his
again. I touched his shoulder and he nodded in understanding.

"How did it happen?" I asked.

"He was shot in a carjacking. The bastards killed him
for the car he worked so hard to buy."

"Was anyone ever arrested?"

He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.

"I don't think they ever bothered to investigate. For
the first few months I phoned regularly, to ask about progress but
when there was none, and they kept brushing me off, I gave up.

"What would it have helped anyway? It wouldn't have
brought him back."

I asked if I could take a photograph of him beside
his son's grave.

"I would like that," he replied.

As we walked back to his home, George pointed out the
graves of people who'd died of AIDS. I figured the disease had
accounted for around half of the cemetery's occupants and couldn't
but help notice many of the graves were fresh. I wondered if he'd
picked out the spot he'll soon occupy but didn't ask.

I spent the next two days photographing Makambura and
the other villagers and, in that short time, I saw him deteriorate
rapidly. The coughing fits grew more frequent and often he
struggled to talk.

He knew his time was short.

"Are you afraid of dying?" I asked.

He lay on his side on his bed. That day he felt too
weak to go outside and sit in the sun. His sister attended to him
and held a cup of tea to his lips so he could sip the warm
beverage.

He peered at me from a skeletal face, through watery
eyes and I suddenly felt a depth of sadness unlike any I'd
experienced before in my life, fill me. We'd developed a kinship
and bond I would never have thought possible. There was more common
to us than there was that divided us.

I think he enjoyed the hours we spent talking about
our lives, discussing our fears and debating politics. I know I did
and I was privileged to get the chance to see and experience a
world I'd been shut off from because of my own prejudices and
because I never took the time or trouble.

Right then, all the things that were so important to
me, just a year ago, seemed hollow and meaningless.

"Death is just a part of life," he said. "From the
second we are born, we begin dying, yet we don't live our lives
with that in mind. When we are young we think - perhaps not
consciously - we will live forever and waste our lives chasing
frivolous things and pleasures. Things that, when we grow older, we
realise are not and never were important and then we wonder why we
squandered so much energy and life on those things."

He closed his eyes and paused, drawing in deep
breaths.

"I am not afraid to die but I am sorry I frittered
away so much of my life doing what the world says is right.
According to many, I would be considered successful. I have some
money, I drove nice cars and I worked hard to be comfortable. But
now, as I am about to die, I think of none of those things. I
remember friendships and family and the beautiful sunrises and
sunsets I watched during my life. When I die, all I can take with
me are my memories.

"If I could go back, I would do things differently,"
he said.

"Like what?" I asked.

"At school we read books that told tales of England
and the kings and queens and stories about America and the great
cities and sights to see there. We read about exotic places in Asia
and, as a youngster, I was captivated by those accounts. I promised
myself I would one day visit those places, to see them myself.

"After working for a few years, I saved up enough
money to take a trip to Europe but, when I told my father, he was
firmly against the idea. He dismissed it as frivolous, ridiculous
and stupid. 'What will you have to show for it when you get back?'
he asked. 'Think how many cows you can buy with that money! Build
your future first, you can always go later.'

"I listened to him," said George. "I bought cows but
I can't remember them. I have many cows now. I would be considered
wealthy by many but I never got to see those places. I never got to
get the memories I wanted and now, it's too late."

He began to cough violently, his frail body heaving.
When the spasm finally subsided he lay gasping and exhausted but he
held out a boney arm and grasped my hand. Weakly he squeezed
it.

"Make sure you have enough memories to take with
you," he whispered.

He closed his eyes and I waited for him to speak but
he did not.

"He is sleeping," said his sister. "Come back
tomorrow."

I left, weeping, knowing I would never see him
again.

 


***

 


I often think of George but no more than today when I
stood, shoulder to shoulder on a crammed train station in remote
India, waiting for a train to take me in the direction of the
setting sun. I was hot and sweaty and I stank as I wasn't able to
wash properly for the last four days. I hadn't eaten since last
night and my stomach did its best to consume itself. My clothes are
old and patched and all my worldly possessions are in a nylon
knapsack that I bought months ago in Tehran and wear on my back. I
am not sure where I'll sleep tomorrow but I am ecstatic.

I did write the book and it was moderately
successful. It made enough money to get me back on my feet and, for
a moment, I considered returning to my previous life. I considered
starting my own Public Relations and Marketing company and had
investors lined up and ready.

But I couldn't pull the trigger. Old George
Makambura's words kept ringing in my head.

"Make sure you have enough memories to take with
you!"

I have enough money to travel and live like a
peasant. I exist frugally on the road and maybe a book I'm working
on will produce a cash injection. I'm often hungry, wet and cold
and, in reality, I'm homeless. But I'm also free and today, when I
climbed the steps of a Hindi Temple and marveled at how exotic it
was, I opened my wallet and took out the last photograph I shot of
George and, as I gazed at it through tear-filled eyes, I hoped he
was looking down and enjoying his role in my memories.

 


The End

 


Thank you for reading this short story. Please be so
kind as to leave a review.

 


Other Coffee Break Tales you will enjoy:

 


Black Heart

 


"I hate blacks," said Arrie Potgieter, his
voice laced with venom. "Always have, always will!"

A Coffee Break Tale, complete short story
with a fiendish twist, about a racist with a black heart. It'll get
you thinking for days!

 


Changing his Wife

 


He could no longer stand her endless nagging!
It drove him nuts! Sucked the life out of him. And it stole his
dreams. So, when he was offered a way to change his wife, he took
it - with unexpected consequences! A tale with a vicious twist in
it. If you like Roald Dahl, you'll love this short story.

 


POCUB Air

 


Sometimes you feel as though you've been
sucked into the Twilight Zone and the frustration makes your brain
want to explode!

 


A Second Chance

 


I had no idea it would turn out to be such a
remarkable story. I figured it'd be just another short, news-piece,
assigned to me, the junior fashion reporter, by my newspaper. If
I'm honest, I had little enthusiasm for it. But orders are orders,
so I shrugged my shoulders and went to do it, hoping it'd be quick
and I'd be home on time.

 


Everyone needs a second chance in life

 


Stories from the
Heartland

 


16 unforgettable, complete stories that will
intrigue, delight and move you!
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