Jon Batchelor







Appx. 2,010 Words

1215 Ibsen Avenue






First Serial Rights

Orlando, FL 32809






( 2003 by Jon Batchelor

(407) 859-5186






jbatchel@bellsouth.net
SSN: ###-##-####

In the Cards

By Jon Batchelor


Death comes to us all, in time. Sometimes it is a complete surprise, and sometimes you are well aware of its approach, but almost always, at least some of the details are unexpected.


It was not a good afternoon for Bertha. Very few customers had come into her little cottage today, looking for wisdom and guidance, and of the few that did come in, none were happy with what she had to tell them. "As if it's my fault," she grumbled to herself as she cleaned up the remnants of her lunch. "I just read the cards, I don't decide what they'll reveal!"


That flighty seamstress's assistant who was angry because Bertha told her she wouldn't marry a prince ... as if any prince would have the least interest in a girl with no looks, no personality, and a bad attitude to boot. Farmer Fitzsimmons irritated because she said the crops wouldn't get the rain he'd wanted, as if she chose the weather to annoy him. And Lord Huffington in a tizzy because she refused to brew him a love potion for that saucy baker on the High Road, and warned him that if he cheated on his wife, he would get caught out; and his devoted wife carrying his sixth child! The man was horrid!


She shook her head in disgust, and absently tucked a few lose strands of her dark, yet graying hair back into her loosening bun. She wondered why she bothered giving them honest answers, rather than just hinting mysteriously at what they wanted to hear, like so many of the other card readers did! Well, Huffington might not have paid her for her services, but at least the farmer and seamstress had. She weighed her small coin purse in her hand. It would have to do.

"Little or much, at least it's enough I'll eat tonight," she muttered, reaching for her shawl. She glanced at her cat (black, of course) and nodded as if the animal had spoken. "Aye, and a bit for you, my Darling. A brief trip to the marketplace and we'll be set for another couple of days." Bertha hated the long walk to town, but it was a necessary evil. At least the woods were lovely to walk through.


As always, before venturing outside, she took a seat at her small table, smoothed the colorful tablecloth, and readied her cards. Swiftly she laid them out on the table, workman-like, to see what might come her way while in town. Her complacency turned to horror as her rapid calculations added up to death, sudden and violent. The next few hours held great danger.

“Could be dangers in the forest,” she thought, “or something going on in town. Maybe I should just stay home.” She almost decided to remain, but her reading was not absolutely clear, and she hated the idea of changing her plans without even being sure what the specific danger was. Besides, she needed food, and she really wanted to check in at the pub and down a pint. After this day, she really craved one. She debated her options for a few minutes more, but finally adjusted her shawl and headed for the door.


The walk into town took longer than usual, as Bertha was very hesitant about allowing herself to be seen on the trail as she walked through the small wood surrounding her home. Green eyes focused and darting at every sound, she silently stepped off the path and into the wood each time she noticed a little disturbance. Her life might depend on the caution she showed, this day. She'd already hidden from two squirrels and a rabbit, to her chagrin.

“Stop it, girl,” she told herself. “This is getting silly.” Still, the sudden call of a crow almost had her climbing a tree in fright. The dark bird continued calling, and the sounds almost had a mocking tone to them, notching up her disgust. She glared into the trees as she stepped back on the path. She was feeling more and more foolish, but she just couldn't help herself.

It was as she was nearing the wood’s edge that a rustling in the brush to her left sent her silently to the right, but as she stepped off the trail, she found herself almost stumbling across a body lying there in the tall grass, and she let loose with a blood curdling scream! The nervous hare whose movement sent her off the trail in the first place hopped madly, determined to find a quieter area to hide in, and the pounding of Bertha’s heart increased tremendously.


She scrambled behind a tree, berating herself for the foolishness of her scream, but as no madman appeared to take her own life, she began to calm herself. "After all, the cards said an encounter with death," she reasoned, "but nothing indicated it had to be my death!" Cautiously she returned to the body, examining it. The man lay face down on the ground, sprawled awkwardly. He neither moved nor breathed.


She noticed a small stack of tarot cards next to him on the ground and picked them up. Intent on examining them, she didn't realize she was going to brush against the body until she did, and quivered as she felt his clammy skin against her stocking. The slight pressure was enough to shift his corpse, and as it rolled and the knife stuck in it's chest came into view, she lost her last vestige of self-control. Letting out another horrified shriek, she scrambled back on the path, hitched up her dress, and ran toward the village for all she was worth.


By this time it didn't take her long ... she had already nearly reached the edge of the wood, had been within a few dozen yards, when she'd found the corpse ... she was soon flinging herself through the doorway of the Rusty Shield. "A body!" she panted as she approached the barkeep, out of breath from her mad dash, chest heaving. “Dead!” She automatically tucked her straying hair back into her bun.


"What's this?" he asked, a large and stoic man, not much given to excitement. "Calm yourself, woman, and have a drink." He sat a stein of mead in front of her, and watched as she gulped desperately, spilling a good amount down the front of her clothes. A couple of others at the bar made muted wards against evil. She absently hoped it was due to her words, and not just her presence. There were always a few made nervous by her card reading skills.


"Murder," she exclaimed, regaining a small bit of her composure. "There's a body not 30 feet into the wood!" She shivered violently and took another swallow from her mug. "A knife in the poor man's chest, and me stumbling over his body!" A few of the others, scattered around the room drinking their ale, headed for the door, off to investigate as the bartender passed her another drink, and continued to soothe her.


It was another two hours before Bertha left the Rusty Shield. She wasn't quite herself, even then, but walking out was better than sitting there listening to the others discussing who the man might have been (he was a stranger to these parts) and why he might have been killed. Besides, she wasn’t going to allow them to think she was too afraid to get back to her tasks. The barkeep seemed to be enjoying her nervousness a little too much!

She walked quickly to the market and bought a couple of potatoes and onions, a clove of garlic, and a little bread, then hurried back to her home. The trip was much quicker, this time, as she was too frightened to be cautious. Besides, she’d already had her encounter with death. Still, it was fear giving her steps their speed, but once she'd reached the safety of her own cottage and pushed through the door, she finally began to relax.


She moved the teapot back onto the small fire, and then sorted through her food, talking to her cat. "A bit of a fool, I imagine I am. Cards never said it would be my death." She scritched the sleek animal behind its black ears, her heart calming further at the sound of its purring. "The signs would have been stronger, were it to be me, and so suddenly. Besides," the purring increased, a warm, welcome sound. "Besides, if I were to die, you'd have sensed it, wouldn't you, my Darling!" The cat rubbed its head against her hand.


One final sigh and she felt like herself again. She began to dice the potatoes and onions and add them to a small black cook pot. As she shifted the bread, she noticed the tarot cards she'd found by the dead man. In her fear and horror, she'd kept them with her, not even realizing it. "Well, he’ll certainly will have no use for them now," she muttered to herself, "and I've got no way to return them." She continued with her preparations, and soon her soup was ready and dished out in two bowls. She placed one on the table, the other on the floor, and she and her Darling ate voraciously. "It seems a fright can give a person quite the appetite," she said as she cleaned up the meal's remains.


Finally, everything in the tidy little cottage had been cleaned up, and she sat once again at her small table. "Well," she said, as the cat curled up in her lap, "death has come and gone, and I am still here. I may as well see what tomorrow holds in store." She reached for her cards, but then decided she might as well try out her new find, and grabbed the cards she's found near the body. Preparing them, she laid out the first card ... and gasped! Death! She laid down a second. Death! A third. Death! Death, Death, Death, card after card!


Her breath caught in her throat as she heard the clatter of approaching hooves on the walkway in front of her cottage, and with a shaking hand, she drew back the shade a touch ... an ink-black cloak astride a pale stallion, with just a hint of deathly white upon the reins! A horrified gasp escaped her as the curtain slipped from her hand. "No!" she muttered. "No!"


She heard footsteps drawing nearer, then a gentle tapping on the door.


Unable to move, Bertha just sat there. "No! Please, no!"


A more forceful knock, then a booming (yet strangely hollow) pounding.


"No!" Frozen in fear, Bertha could do nothing. She just sat there, purring cat in her hands.


One final pound, and the door burst open, a chill wind racing around the room as a skeletal figure, carrying the expected scythe, entered. It turned to her, approaching slowly, so agonizingly slowly, as Bertha's terror reached its' peak! She let out an incredible scream as a hand of bone reached out toward her ... and scooped the cards up off the table.


"I believe these are mine!" A horrible, booming voice, like fingers on slate in its ability to send chills racing up and down the human spine, then the terrifying figure turned and stalked out of the cottage, as a still-purring cat tried to calm her frightened mistress. Bertha collapsed in a faint, as the sound of clattering hooves faded into the distance.


It was about a half an hour later when Death entered a small, dank room, and approached a round table. He nodded courteously to Death, Death, Death and Death. "I’m sorry for my delay," he apologized. "I mislaid my cards!" He sat the deck on the table and turned to Death. "What’s the first hand going to be?"


"Five card stud," Death replied, "Cloaks are high and Death and scythes are wild." He started tossing off cards like the seasoned pro that he was. "Let’s play some poker, boys!"
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