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For my wife, Jacky

For my children, Jordan, Ashleigh and Ben

For my dog, Alfie

 

The very best that’s happened to me. 

The very best that is still happening.

And long may it be.

I am so proud of you all. I love you all

And I’m so lucky to be loved by you all


	
 

 

 

 

What could go wrong?

      You may already know.
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THEN

“Hola, soy Alma. Gracias por llamar. Por favor, deja tu nombre, tu número y un breve mensaje, y me pondré en contacto contigo tan pronto como sea posible. Gracias.”

“Alma, it’s Matthias. I’m looking for Eva... if you’re there, please pick up.”


	

1:33

Matthias was sat in the old, charred and ripped leather wingback armchair.

He didn’t know why he was sitting here. Nor why he couldn’t move properly? It was like he was stuck in treacle.

Behind him, the French doors that lead out to the rear garden were wide open, letting in the dawning sunlight and the fresh spring morning breeze, which occasionally fluttered the varying colours of the Post-it notes scattered all over the old wooden floor. On each note - black ink scribbles of assorted random shapes and thickness.

The smell of the room was a mix of damp and dust and wood and metal, floating over the top of tobacco, sulphur, and a metallic tang. An unpleasant odour, but not unbearable.

To his left, on the chimney breast, the ornate marble fireplace surround framed the aging open fireplace with its old iron grate. On the mantelshelf stands a half empty glass of dirty brown, grey, cloudy water; a degrading cigarette butt resting and peeling at the bottom. It had been there for a while, he figured. 

On the chimney breast itself, above the marble mantel of the fireplace surround, was a rectangle shape, outlined by lighter shades of peeling and cracked plaster and peeling wallpaper. Something had been there, at the centre point of the room. At the bottom right of the rectangle patch a waning handprint, left behind like a spectral reminder of whoever’s hand it had been.

At the foot of the fireplace, on the hearth and trickling onto the living room floor, the remnants of what had made the faded shape on the wall - a broken Regency mirror; its frame snapped and its glass in splinters and shards amongst the rainbow mosaic of paper notes.

Matthias’s cracked reflection looked back at him. I look grey and haggard. My unruly beard. I need a shower and a shave… like I’ve aged... How will she recognise me? Where did that thought come from? Of course she would. He was overthinking again, trying to control things. He couldn’t, he knew. It wasn’t important. What was important was for him to hold his nerve, gather what courage he could to give him strength.

Almost directly ahead of him was the old sofa. It needed reupholstering to hide the stains and faded fabric. At one end of the sofa - the end nearest the living room doorway in the right-hand corner of the room from his seated point of view - atop the worn cushion seats, a purple blanket was scruffed up into a bundle and nestled into the corner against the broken armrest. The blanket looked soft and inviting and seemed to exude a gentle warmth in the room’s chill.

A smartphone, its screen cracked, lay on the floor at the foot of the sofa.

Glancing to his right, over the floor’s wash of coloured notes and ink, Matthias saw the dried blackish streak marks along the skirting board leading to the living room doorway. Following the streaks from where he was sat, he could see the farmhouse’s front door and its entrance into the hallway foyer.

It all felt familiar, somehow. Though none of it was making sense in his head.

He lowered his head and looked again at the colours on the floor, which were steadily dissipating beneath the slowly elongating shadow caused by the dawn rising behind the leather armchair.

The click... creak... clack of the front door opening and closing made him look up, and he stared out through the living room doorway. There, in the foyer, stood a woman. She wore a black three-piece suit. Her long black hair hung down straight over her horseshoe waistcoat and brushed the patterned purpure silk pocket square’s point, which peered out from her jacket’s breast pocket. Her bare feet confirmed to him who she was. Dressed almost exactly as she was when she had told him to come back here.

Alma.

The room’s odour changed. It got worse. Not quite a stench, but more of a stink.

Matthias stared at Alma with tunnel vision, everything in his peripheral now obscured.

Alma stepped into the open doorway but didn’t enter the living room. “It took me for some time to find you, Matthias. Is long time.” Alma spoke in her gravelly, nasally, Spanish-tinged broken English.

Her voice triggered snippets of memories. “What?” he asked, puzzled. “You already found me, Alma. At the... at...” he can taste coffee. “You... you promised me Eva wanted to speak to me -”

“I do, Matt.”

Her voice rattled him and made his stomach flip and his heart skip.

His peripheral vision returning, Matthias saw Eva sitting at the end of the sofa, the purple blanket cradled up against her midriff and up across her chest. She looked the same, but different. It was Eva. He could see that. He could sense it was her face, wearing her reading glasses, but her once glowing hair now looked limp and lank. She was as beautiful as he had ever seen her.

Matthias smiled at seeing her again. “Eva? Eva... I’ve missed... I miss you… so much… it’s… you… how are you? You... you were… you’re…”, he asked, he talked, but he was unable to form a comprehensible sentence. The words getting jumbled and lost in the pictures in his mind, which were blurry and unfocused.

“I’m okay, Matt,” Eva smiles back. “Alma is taking care of me.”

Over Eva’s left shoulder, he looked to Alma, who, still framed by the doorway, had her right arm bent across her body, hand over her heart, near her silk pocket square.

Alma says, “I take Eva to my hea -”

Matthias gave Alma a glare, “Sh!” he scowled. Not just because he didn’t want to hear what she had to say, he didn’t want to hear her voice. It put his teeth on edge. He wanted some quiet to help him think. Help him make sense of what was in his head.

But the hush in the room wasn’t helping at all. He felt acutely aware that he was losing Eva. Losing her to Alma. He stared hard at Alma’s dark eyes.

Then, as if she had read his thoughts, Alma stepped into the room, then up to Eva, and placed her right hand on Eva’s left shoulder. It seemed a very deliberate move.

Matthias looked back at Eva, but the words he wanted to say were still lost in the mix, and stuck beneath the lump in his throat.

Eva watched him in silence. She could see clearly that Matt was grappling with his own mind, his memories and visions. She so wanted to give him more time, though she knew Alma would struggle with it.

“Why did you call me, Matt?” Eva asked. Not just to break the silence but deciding to give Matt something specific to think about, to focus on. Besides, she’d asked to speak to him, so keeping the conversation moving seemed the right thing to do.

Why did I call you? Matthias looked down at the cracked smartphone on the floor, expecting its screen to light up. It doesn’t. The device stays totally black. He thought he recalled a feeling of unease, “I... I was worried,” he replied, although it sounds like a question.

Alma bent down and kissed Eva’s cheek, then looked over at Matt. “You should have the patience, Matthias. Gary Barlow cantó de paciencia. Gary Barlow -”

“Shut up, Alma. Please -” Matt barked.

“Don’t, Matt, she’s right. You should’ve been patient,” said Eva, reaching up to hold Alma’s resting hand. “The phone distracted me. You called me and I forgot where I was, what I was supposed to be doing.”

Another moment popped into his head, “He said no phones -”

“He said no guns, too.” Eva responded quickly, with an air of indifference. “Ironic, eh?”

“Is Alanis Morissette,” Alma piped up.

Matthias’s mind filled with images and thoughts he didn’t want, didn’t comprehend. “I know. I know. But I warned them. I said...” Maybe they were just dark, twisted visions, daydreams. Or were they memories? Maybe it wasn’t real. The lump in his throat ached and felt it was getting heavier. “The gun’s gone now. It’s... it’s in the... garden... you’re... I never wanted it... this. I didn’t plan for it, Eva,” he could feel his own tears burning.

“I know, I know -”

“This has been really hard for me, Eva. Really hard.”

“It’s not exactly been easy for me, Matt. You could’ve just given it a half-hour.”

“You could’ve put the phone on vibrate.”

“And you could’ve been patient.”

“Is Gary Barlow -”

“Just a bit more self-control, that’s all, Matt. That’s all you needed.”

“It wasn’t about control, Eva. It wasn’t. I promise it wasn’t. You know me. I was anxious, worried. I remember... I hadn’t heard from you. I waited. I thought you’d be back, be… be here. I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t... I know it’s my fault.” he choked back a sob.

Eva knew what he was going through, where he was at in his own head, “I didn’t ask Alma to set this meeting up to argue with you or blame you, Matt,” she tried to reassure him, but she knew he needed a push to help him understand. “None of this is your fault. You’ll learn that. I… I just wanted to see you… to… to tell you I love you. I didn’t say it enough... don’t say it enough. But I did… I do.”

Hearing Eva tell him this, Matt felt his heart flutter, butterflies jiggle in his belly. He felt the tears burn his eyes. He felt happiness. No, not the right word. Joy. Joy and peace. Yes, that was it. He felt joy and peace seeping into his body. He tried to get up from the chair, but it was like he was stuck to the leather. With a furrowed brow of confusion, he caught Eva’s eyes again.

“We need to get accustomed to this... this different... different way. I need Alma.” Eva explained.

“Me estoy cansando, Eva. Necesitamos avanzar,” Alma says to Eva.

Eva nods an acknowledgement to Alma without taking her eyes off Matthias. “We need to go. Alma’s getting tired.” She glances at Alma and responds to her, “Dame un momento más, por favor.”

“So, it’s all Alma now, eh?” Matt said, surprising himself how calmly and quietly he had said it.

“You do know why it’s Alma, Matt,” she tried to nudge him along, get him on the same page.

Matthias was a little taken aback by Eva’s statement. He’d hoped Eva’s words would mean she’d choose him. He took a beat or two, then responded, still calmly at first, “No, I don’t know. Why is it Alma, Eva? You were on the sofa. I held you. I comforted you with your blanket, that purple blanket.” His agitation was building, clear in his voice’s rising volume. Images flooded his mind’s eye. “Where did... why did you? I don’t want this, Eva. I can’t just let you go. I can’t let Alma have you. I didn’t choose this. I don’t choose this.”

“Todavía estás aguantando, Matthias. Esta perdido. Desaparecido. Es nuevo ahora,” Alma said to Matthias. “Bono, he say –”

“What!? What are you on about? Gary fuckin’ Barlow? Bono? I thought you were tired!?”, Matthias exploded his venom at Alma.

Alma was not fazed by his outburst. She simply leant forward, took Eva’s left hand in her own left hand. Her long fingers, tipped with long, bright white nails, wrapped around Eva’s. She whispered in Eva’s ear.

Matt gave Alma a black look, then stared coldly at the tableau in front of him. He didn’t like the way she was the one holding Eva’s hand. He didn’t like the black tattooed stripes on her long, spindly fingers. Four on the index finger - two on each of the top larger phalanges, before the untainted end of her finger reached her long, painted nails. The same was repeated on the middle finger, Two, four... six, eight... The ring finger, ni… Actually, there’s a blacker, fresher stripes on her ring finger’s proximal phalange. Two, four... six, eight... te -

Eva realised that Matt needed to work it all out and accept fate in his own time, as hard as that would be. For now, she knew she needed to deal with the other reason he was here. “Alma needs the key, Matt. Your pocket,” she nods at him.

Her voice brought him out of his thoughts and gave the comfort it always did. Matthias reached into his pockets and pulled out his sooty silver cigarette case, a rusting, blackened mortice key, and some charred lolly sticks. He held out his open hands.

Eva laughed, “Oh, the lolly sticks. I always loved that game. Loved our time there, Matt. Beautiful place,” she said, and smiled happily at Matt. “Alma doesn’t need those,” she chuckled. “Just the key. Just drop the key on the floor. Your case...you got any smokes left?” she asked.

Disturbing the layer of soot, smudge marks appearing, Matthias opened the cigarette case and displayed the solitary cigarette within. Eva raises her eyebrows in question to Alma and smiled softly. Alma, after a short pause, gave a subtle nod, and stepped forward to give Matt the Zippo.

“What? We need permission from Alma now?” Matt asked with a touch of cynicism but allowed Alma to drop the silver Zippo into his open right hand.

Eva simply smiled, “Just enjoy, Matt,” she said, nodding at him.

He smiled. Then enjoyed the sound and functionality of his Zippo as he sparked up his final smoke. He inhaled deeply, felt the smoke travel down through his chest. Christ, he needed it.

“I asked to see you, Matt, to speak to you because... you need to understand. I know they’ll be a million things flying around your head. Things you don’t want to be in there. You need to let go now. Let it end.”

“I can’t let it end like this. I can’t let Alma have you. I don’t want this.”

“You’ve no choice, Matt. It won’t be like this forever. Not forever, I promise. Just give this… this time… give it closure,” Eva stated, as she furled up the purple blanket in her lap.

“Cierre.” Alma nodded, picked up the key, then turned and walked out into the hallway and toward the farmhouse front door.

That word? Matt felt bile rising from his gut to his throat. He swallowed. Hard.

The click and creak of the front door opening.

Eva pulled the purple blanket close to her and squeezed it. She smiled, “I can go see my mother now, Matt. I’m okay. I love you... always.” she says.

“I love you so much, Eva… Wh... A -” he remembered.

“And?” asked Eva, knowing where Matt’s mind was going.

“Yes… and And.”

“Yes, And.”

Clack. The front door closes.

* * * * *

The thick stink in the room faded back to an unpleasant odour, and the coloured Post-it notes fluttered in the breeze and bore witness to the morning spring sunshine as it lengthened and stretched the shadow of the old leather armchair until it reached the empty sofa.
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The evening light was fading, and the late winter’s chill was in the air as she approached the old farmhouse from the frosted lane, passing the SOLD sign. Her duffle bag held what she thought she’d need.

She didn’t like to come to this place, the house, too often. She hated it. And she particularly hated it in the winter. The memories…

But needs must.

The whole house was bathed in an eerie blue and grey from the twilight coming in through the dirty windows. Her first task would be to light a candle or two or three in each room. She needed to see while she worked. And they’d need to be scented ones, to make in-roads into vanquishing the odour in the house.

The living room exuded an unsettling stillness as she stepped through the doorway. The air hung heavy with an expected melancholy, and the flickering candlelight struggled to pierce the shadows that clung to the corners of the room. On the floor, scattered and fluttering like spectral confetti, were Post-it notes of various colours. Some clung to the walls, while others twirled through the air, carried by an otherworldly breeze seeping in from the French doors that led into the overgrown garden. Each note bore cryptic scribbles and lines, their significance lost in the murkiness of time.

Her gaze was first drawn to the marble mantelpiece, where, perched close to the edge of the right-hand side of its shelf, stood an undisturbed glass of stale water, a cigarette butt slowly disintegrating at the bottom, giving it a dirty brown-grey tinge. A leftover from the recent past.

Above the mantelpiece, a rectangle shape on the chimney breast where the mirror had once been, clearly placed to be the room’s focal point. The shape darker than the surrounding walls; sunlight unable to fade the wall’s colour like it had done to the surrounding plaster and old wallpaper. The Regency’s gilt frame and its mirrored glass lay broken on the hearth at the foot of the fireplace. Her face’s reflection in the splinters and fragments of the shattered glass was a tableau of flickering light and dark amidst the candlelight. Her dark eyes focused on the handprint stain down to the bottom right of the rectangle. Another remnant echoing the past.

She hovered her own hand over the stain, closed her eyes. She knew it would not be easy to clean.

To her right, an old sofa - its fabric worn and faded, which made its dried stains more prominent - stood a foot or so from the hallway partition wall. Opposite it, in the front of the open French doors, the back of the leather wingback armchair presented itself, its seat facing outward through the French doors to the garden. She stepped round to the other side of the chair and saw the charred figure of a man. A haunting silhouette against the dancing candlelight shadows. His form bore the scars of an unforgiving fire, rendering him a spectral embodiment of destruction.

The ashen remnants of clothing and melted leather clung to the figure, their fabrics twisted and blackened by the merciless flames that had consumed them. The skeletal remains of outstretched limbs, the charred flesh frozen in a macabre dance of agony. The air hung heavy with the acrid scent of scorched leather and wood, and smouldered remnants and burnt flesh, a lingering testament to the fire that had claimed the figure.

The facial features, distorted by the heat of the inferno, etched with an eerie expression - a frozen mask of pain and anguish that told a silent tale of the fiery ordeal. Hollow eye sockets stared into the void, devoid of life but brimming with the haunting echoes of the final moments.

The charred figure seemed to exist in a state of perpetual twilight, caught between the realms of the living and the spectral. As it loomed in the shadows, an unsettling presence clung to its form, a testament to the indelible mark left by the flames that had consumed both flesh and soul.

In the stillness of the forgotten space, the burned figure cast an unsettling pallor—a ghostly reminder of a tragic fate that had left its mark on the ephemeral fabric of existence. The remnants of the man, forever frozen in the inferno’s aftermath, whispered of a story unfinished, a tale of fiery transformation that lingered in the eerie, charred contours of his spectral form.

How the pain of fire could be more welcome than the pain of grief, she didn’t know. It wasn’t her place to know. Or understand.

At the corpse’s foot lay a Zippo, its silver blackened by the fire.

This horrific sight was now the focal point of the room.

* * * * *

After a while, she decided she’d done all she could - all she had the energy for. She could do no more at this point. She knew what she needed to do next, and she’d need her strength and her patience for the task.

It’ll take effort 

It’ll take some time.
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In the fading late afternoon light, the air carried the crisp bite of deepening winter.

He stood amidst the clump of evergreen bushes, shovel in hand.

The shovel had been easy to find in the garage, resting against a cobwebbed wall amongst old tools and tins and nails and screws - a few of the things left behind by previous owners, he’d assumed. The patch of earth crunched beneath his boots as he surveyed the chosen spot. In the twilight, the trees cast long shadows, creating an eerie tableau that seemed to whisper the secrets he didn’t want to hear.

He cut a sombre figure as he dug with a steady rhythm. The sound of the shovel striking the earth punctuated the hushed stillness. The soil, chilled by the encroaching cold, resisted each turn of the blade, as if reluctant to yield to the inevitability of its purpose. His breath hung in the air, a visible testament to the chill that settled into the marrow of his bones.

The winter sky, painted in hues of fast-fading amber and darkening blues and greys, framed a murmuration of starlings. Their survival dance casting a solemn and sardonic backdrop against this solitary act, watching silently as he worked. In the quiet solitude of his task, as the hole deepened with the echo of each shovel scoop, memories surfaced, carrying the weight of where this story had reached. He pondered the shattering of destiny, of the cycle of life and death, reflecting on the transient nature of existence. Samsara. He’d used that in a recent story he’d written. Not the time for irony, he thought.

The hole was as deep as he was going to make it.

The early evening moon, obscured by wisps of ominous clouds, cast an ethereal glow as he emerged from the shadowy confines of the house, his burden cradled within the folds of the purple blanket. The creaking floorboards had groaned in sympathy with the weight of the task at hand, and the wind whispered through the trees and bushes outside, carrying with it an unsettling chorus.

His silhouette, elongated by the moonlight, moved with a measured solemnity, navigating the path from house to grave with an eerie grace. The purple-wrapped form in his arms seemed to possess a spectral weight, as if the essence of the departed soul clung to the fabric. The rhythmic crunch of leaves beneath his boots echoed through the night, punctuating the silence with an unsettling cadence.
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