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The Mountain

 

Oliver Lomax tipped his head
backwards to stare up the mountain and became immediately aware of
the hard helmet he wore. The heavy boots creaked as he transferred
his weight from one foot to the other.

 "Where the hell am I?" He said out loud, "more to the
point, how did I get here?"

His mind was still a little fuzzy but he vaguely remembered car
headlights heading straight for him. Then suddenly he was here
alone at the foot of the mountain dressed to climb it. Admittedly
there had been a few moments of blackness. Or had it been
hours?

Thick mist swirled, covering the top of the mountain above
Oliver's head. All around his feet lay rocks. He could see no
pathway leading away from the mountain, so slowly and carefully he
began the ascent. As he climbed a voice floated down through the
mist.

 "Oliver! Where are you Oliver?"

He struggled to get a foothold as he inched his way upwards.

 "I'm here. Help me!"

 "Oliver - Oliver!"

The rock beneath his foot crumbled away as he put his weight on
it. He heard it rattle down the mountain, and for a moment thought
he would soon follow it. But no, he managed to haul himself up onto
a narrow ledge.

He sat trembling and breathing heavily. He was a big man and
wasn't used to exerting himself in this way. After a few minutes,
he began to breathe normally again. Peering into the mist, he
wondered how far the ledge went. Maybe it was a pathway he could
follow, spiralling around the mountain until it reached the top. He
decided that when he had rested a little longer, he would follow it
and see. Then he remembered the voice. Who had been calling him?
Who else could possibly be here on the mountain?

The thickening mist parted momentarily. Was that someone coming
towards him?

 "Who's there?" He called.

 "Oliver! Is that you? I've been looking for you
everywhere." He recognised the voice.

 "Mother! How can you be here?"

 "Where do you expect me to be silly boy?"

 "But you're dead mother, Geoffrey and I buried you two
years ago."

 "Is Geoffrey here too? How nice."

 "No mother, Geoffrey isn't here. Geoffrey is probably
sitting in an exclusive restaurant enjoying a gourmet meal; while
I'm stuck here on the side of a bloody mountain talking to someone
who's been dead for two years."

 "Oliver! How many times have I told you about using
language like that? You've always been jealous of your brother. I
can remember when you were six and he wouldn't let you play with
his train set you - "

 "Mother I don't want to go through my childhood
misdemeanours. I don't know how you came to be here, I don't even
know how I came to be here. But as you are here, could you tell me
what's happening?"

 "I thought that was obvious dear."

 "Not to me it isn't."

 "Well you said it yourself dear. You're stuck on the side
of a mountain. All you have to do is climb up it."

 "What if I go back down again?"

 "Oh there's no point doing that dear. There's nothing down
there you see. Mountains are for climbing up, not down."

Oliver sat for a while to reflect on his situation. Mountains
are for climbing up; it was so obvious he was only surprised he had
needed his mother to point it out. After she had disappeared,
Oliver had followed the ledge. To his disappointment it came to an
abrupt end.

As he resumed climbing higher and higher, he noticed that the
bottom of the mountain seemed to disappear. It was as though a dark
void surrounded him and the mountain hung in mid-air. Occasionally
he heard sounds from above him. Voices also drifted down from
above, although he couldn't quite make out what they were saying.
Sometimes they sounded like low rumbles of thunder interspersed
with metallic sounds. Oliver felt as though life itself stemmed
from the top of the mountain and his life depended on reaching
it.

Suddenly a loud rattling noise approached him. Oliver crouched
beneath a nearby ledge expecting a shower of rocks to hurtle down
at any moment, but nothing happened. Eventually he felt it was safe
to come out. He managed to climb onto the ledge and sat to rest for
a while. Leaning on a large boulder, he closed his eyes and thought
back over the day to see if it gave him any idea of why he was in
this strange place.

 "I had an argument with Geoffrey," he spoke out loud even
though there was no one to hear him." "What was it about?" His mind
was blank. "Then I went for a drink and I remember getting in the
car and beginning the journey home."

Looking around him, Oliver noticed this ledge was wider than the
first; he decided to follow it fully expecting it to lead nowhere,
just like the other. To his surprise it led to a cave. At first he
didn't know whether to go in. After all, anything could be in
there. But then he heard music from within the cave. He went in and
followed the path. As he got further into the cave, he expected it
to become darker. Instead it got lighter. The music became clearer
too, it was one of his ex-wife's favourite songs. As he went around
a curve, the passage widened out and Oliver found himself in his
old bedroom. Paula sat at her dressing table, humming along to the
radio. Oliver stood behind her. Although still dressed in climbing
gear, he could see his own reflection was wearing a dark suit. The
whole scenario was vaguely familiar. If only he could remember.

Paula turned to face him. She didn't seem at all surprised to
see him, or by the way he was dressed. Maybe she could see the suit
and not the climbing gear.

 "I'll put up with almost anything Oliver!" She said. "In
fact I have put up with almost anything. But now you've gone too
far." She stood up and her negligee fell open. The matching
nightdress beneath it was very sheer. Oliver had forgotten how
beautiful she was. "I know you've had affairs before. I convinced
myself they meant nothing. After all, you always came back to me,
but this time it's different. You've given her the one thing I
wanted most, but you wouldn't let me have. A baby!"

 "But Sonia told me she was on the pill. When I found out
she was pregnant it was a complete shock." Oliver began to panic.
Now he knew why he felt as though he had been here before. They had
gone through this all once, why was it happening again?

 "I'll bet it was!" Paula spat. "Not half as much as the
one I'm going to give you Oliver. I want a divorce. I'll take you
for every penny you have, and this house. You'll have nothing when
I've finished with you. Now get out!" She half turned towards the
dressing table. Instinctively Oliver ran out. He remembered Paula
had hurled a glass perfume bottle at him. He also remembered how
much it had hurt when it hit him. He didn't want to repeat that
part of the experience. He reached the cave entrance and stumbled
out into the mist where darkness engulfed him.

Oliver sat up with a start. He was vaguely aware of an
uncomfortable feeling in his nose and throat. It made him cough a
little but he dismissed it.

 "It must be all this mist I've been breathing," he
decided. He could hear voices above him again. If only he could
hear what they were saying. He resumed his upward climb.

As he struggled, he thought of Paula. He never did find out how
she knew about Sonia. Sonia! If only he'd realized when she had
first come to him.

 "I'm not taking this case Oliver!" Geoffrey had told
him.

 "Why ever not?" He had asked.

 "Stephen Bailey is bad news. I've met him. He has a
history of violence but has always managed to get out of it until
now. They're trying to pin the Haliday job on him."

 "If he's violent enough to do the Haliday job, surely we
should represent Mrs Bailey. It's only a divorce after all. She'd
be better off without him." Oliver protested. His older brother was
insistent.

 "I'm not taking it Oliver, and if you have any sense you
won't either."

Oliver hadn't taken any notice of him. He arranged to meet Sonia
Bailey. She was a pitiful sight. Her pale skin was covered with
bruises, she told her appalling story with downcast eyes. He
watched her fingers continually fold and unfold the scarf in her
lap and listened intently as she described the repeated rapes,
beatings and treatment that verged on torture. Her glance
occasionally darted to the door, then to him, then back to the
scarf in her lap. Her voice trembled as she described how her
husband stubbed cigarettes out on her arms. She rolled one sleeve
of her cardigan up a little way. Oliver recoiled in horror at the
marks. Finally she whispered.

 "He'd kill me if he knew I was here." Oliver patted her
reassuringly.

 "Your evidence of his violence could help put him away for
a very long time."

 "How long?" Her pale blue eyes were moist with tears as
she looked up at him.

 "Anything between ten to twelve years, possibly longer.
Ample time to start a new life somewhere else." Sonia Bailey bit
her lip and nodded.

It had been a long drawn out case, but Stephen Bailey was given
a twelve-year sentence for aggravated robbery. Sonia eventually
recovered from her ill treatment. The colour returned to her
cheeks. She gained more confidence; in fact she had turned into a
very beautiful young woman.

Oliver tried to remember how and when the affair had begun. He
knew how it had ended - when Sonia had become pregnant and Paula
divorced him. That had been the start of all his problems.

Strange how everyone assumes solicitors are wealthy. Oliver gave
a wry smile; he had been reasonably wealthy until Sonia Bailey
entered his life. Oh he didn't blame her: it was entirely his own
fault. He should have listened to Geoffrey: all this mess could
have been avoided.

As it happened, Sonia's divorce was a waste of time. Stephen
Bailey was put in Lincoln Prison, where several ex-accomplices were
already incarcerated. Long tedious hours spent thinking about their
predicament turned their resentment into smouldering hatred. Bailey
was found bleeding to death in the showers. It was too late to save
him. Either no one knew the true facts, or they were keeping quiet.
A verdict of accidental death was brought in.

Paula did exactly as she promised, took the house and a
substantial share of Oliver's income. Sonia took most of what was
left. Although their relationship ended Oliver had to provide for
the baby, and in her new found freedom Sonia acquired expensive
tastes. That was when Oliver began to 'borrow' money. He was
convinced he could pay it back. But he began to drink more, and
gamble. The amounts became larger and of course Geoffrey found
out.

Oliver suddenly remembered, that was what the argument had been
about. Geoffrey had given him three months to pay back every penny
or he would call in the police. Oliver replied by smashing
Geoffrey's antique crystal decanter set.

 "You'll pay for that too!" He shouted as Oliver stormed
out of the office.

Oliver couldn't remember doing very much climbing, but suddenly
the top of the mountain was in view. He could reach it very soon -
if he wanted to.

 "Don't you think you've had enough Mr Lomax?" Oliver
looked up, the barman held a glass in one hand, and the whisky
bottle in the other.

 "Mind your own business, and pour me another!" It was like
watching a re-run of an old movie. He knew exactly what was going
to happen next. He wished he was back on the mountain now.

 "But this will be your sixth."

 "Who's counting?" Oliver glared at him and the barman
poured the drink.

 "How did you get here sir?"

 "By taxi, don't worry I'm leaving after this one."

 "Would you like me to call a cab for you sir?"

 "No thanks, I'll get on myself." Oliver slammed the glass
down on the counter, and staggered out. He felt compelled to
continue the re-enactment of his last moments before the mountain.
He knew what it represented now. He didn't want to reach the top.
Once there he would have to confront his problems. He knew he faced
ruin. He felt his car keys in his pocket, and wondered if the
barman had believed his story about getting a taxi. If only he
could change history by doing just that. But it was too late.

He drove slowly and carefully out of the car park. Switching the
radio on, he manoeuvred the island at Canning Circus and glanced at
the speedometer. Seventy five, that can't be right, I'm not going
that fast. He thought. As he looked up again, the lights of an
oncoming car glared at him. The impact threw his body forwards. His
seat belt - he had forgotten to fasten his seat belt. The terrified
faces of the couple in the other car were all he could see as he
hurtled forwards. A terrible calmness overcame him as he felt
himself float upwards. At least he thought he was going up. But
below him was the top of the mountain. He could see Geoffrey
shaking his fist; Paula in her negligee shouting; Sonia nursing the
baby; his mother telling him to mind his language.

He came to settle on a flat surface. He looked up to see a bed
above him - no, it was below him. He was on the ceiling looking
down at a hospital bed. The figure in the bed had tubes up his
nose, his head was heavily bandaged and a machine by his side
bleeped and clicked. His suspicions were finally confirmed.

 "I'm in hospital," it was almost a relief to admit it to
himself. Two white coated figures wearing masks hovered around,
checking the machinery that was breathing for him.

 "It's been two weeks and there's still no change," one
said. Oliver seemed to recognize the voice as one of those he had
heard on the mountain.

 "Poor sod's better off dead anyway," the second figure
said.

 "That's not a very nice thing to say, you are aware that
the patient might be able to hear you."

 "I doubt it would make much difference if he can. I
certainly wouldn't like to survive if I were in his position."

 "What do you mean?"

 "Well for one thing, he'll be crippled for life. We don't
know how much brain damage he's had, what if he remembers the
accident?"

 "People don't usually, fortunately it seems to get blocked
out."

 "Yes, but he's bound to find out he's caused the death of
one person and seriously injured another. If he survives and he's
mentally competent, there will be a court case. You know as well as
I do that he was tanked up to the eyeballs."

 "It's difficult to say what will happen to him, he can't
be punished any more than he already has been. What good will a
prison sentence do? He'll be in a wheelchair for the rest of his
life anyway."

 "Quick, something's happening to him."

Oliver stood on top of the mountain. Above he could hear the
sounds of the medical team trying to save his life. Below the black
abyss that meant oblivion. He made his decision.

The doctor stood with the defibrillator at the ready, he looked
at his superior.

 "Again sir?" He asked. The consultant shook his head.

 "We've lost him. Thanks everyone, you did your best.
Better contact his family."
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