
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE UNSEEN

––––––––

Chris Cloake


Copyright © 2024 Chris Cloake

All rights reserved.

ISBN-9781805174400


I dedicate this work to anyone who understands the meaning behind what I write, or at least tries.  I see people as such a blessing and a curse.  We are capable of greatness, tenderness, understanding and inspiration.  And yet we make war, hate, false idols and systematically destroy the very planet we depend upon.

I do not put myself apart from this.  Despite my flaws I attempt to reach for something better.  And the words of this novel are proof of that.

Ultimately I am eternally grateful to Sandra, Josh and George for giving me belief in myself and a whole host of good times along the way.  This book will live on long after I’m gone.  I hope it always entertains.

Love is all you need.

Chris Cloake - January 2024  
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CHAPTER 1
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“You’re dead.”

A bright light filled my head.  Somehow I was expecting it.  I understood how it spoke to me in my own voice.  There was no fear.

“You’re dead,” came the repeat as if I needed telling twice.

“Where am I?” I asked myself.

“At the gateway to final rest.”

“So this is the bit where I discover my fate, heaven or hell?”

I was wrong.  I knew that much as soon as I asked the question.  This wasn’t a holding point any more than the burning gleam was an angel.  I was being stopped from going further.  An incredible peace lay beyond, total darkness, the deepest sleep of an eternal night.  But not for me, not now.  

“I have to go back,” I concluded.

“You must seek many answers in order to comprehend why your life had to stop suddenly.”

“I must’ve been unlucky.  I wasn’t that old.  Twenty eight.”

“That is not relevant.  Those who suffer a death at the hands of another cannot ever settle until they resolve it themselves.”

“I was murdered?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

I had been told that already.  Return and find out.  And already my brain was flooded with questions. 

“What happened?  I don’t feel any pain?”

“You won’t.  All sensations died with you.  Sight, touch, sound, smell, are gone.  You’ll be able to imagine and remember them, only.  Nothing physical can affect you no more than you’re able to influence or affect the world and those around you.  From this point, you exist solely in your own thoughts.”

“Where do I start?”

“It’s up to you.  You can go to any moment in the past since you were born, travel beyond the realms of where you were into the lives of others.  Or follow ongoing events as they unravel, see what is to be.  Let yourself be taken to the places and events you need to see.  You can discover much.  There is no time limitation.  Once you have seen enough to make sense of all you were and why you ended so soon, you’ll be drawn back here and able to move on.”

I fell away from the light.



And that was it.  The day I died.  No great fanfare, no massive emotions.  Kind of like checking in to one of those bland hotels that looks the same as all the others in the chain, only to be told you have to come back another day.  

I found myself sitting on the lawn in front of my house.  The stars were out and a chill had stolen in to the air, I felt it stir across my bare arms, lifting the hair on my skin.  Except it didn’t.  I just imagined as much.  I might have been a normal guy, going about his business, in a plain tee shirt and jeans.  Only, I was rather bizarrely squatting on the grass in the middle of the night.  And I was a ghost.

Then my thoughts began to scream at me in a passionate surge of outrage.  I leapt to my feet as the magnitude of what I had lost hit me.  In the now, a beautiful wife, a career I worked hard for, parents who loved me, my every acquaintance and all the wonderful experiences I enjoyed.  And there was my future, with the things I just listed, cut off, cruelly denied me.  

When I got mad I usually let it out on objects around and about.  Kick something or a punch to release the frustration.  I tried this now.  The garden chair and the curtain branches of the willow remained unaffected by my most strident attempts to attack them.  Somehow or other, I was now stuck on the outside looking in.  The safe harbour of the home I nurtured in the soft belly of what was rural Herefordshire lay right before of me.  And yet was so far away.

I ran down the slope to where it swept out to the brook that meandered lazily by, gurgling happily over the stones with carefree abandon.  The moon flashed in the tumbling water and I could picture the little fish that wriggled there, balanced perfectly in an eternal dance within the current.  A jubilant scene I had many times admired.  I wanted to destroy it.

I leapt in, determined to make a noisy splash and upset the rhythm.  I made no impact at all.  The freezing sensation on my legs came as some weird kind of a memory.  I was a spectre, stuck indefinitely, a limbo between the real and the gone.  It reminded me of how the mind acts when asleep, accepting the nonsensical as the norm.  

Only this was a nightmare I wanted to escape from.  In desperation, I began to run.  I hurtled away, straight through the garden wall, across the road, into the field, past horses that didn’t notice me.  As fast as I liked, with no obstacle in my way, no dragging on my lungs or heaviness in the legs.  On and on, saying goodbye by putting miles behind me.  Until the futility set in.  I waited for the trip and fall.  It never came.  I had to stop.

Life could be unkind.  It seemed death was even worse.  Or at least mine was.  People were dying all the time, surely very few had to go through this horror.  I was....where?  The moon was strong enough to light up a village I did not recognise.  On the high street, a shop displayed some shockingly cheap wares that no one needed.  The church clock chimed an empty hour that meant nothing to me.  I gravitated towards the only light visible, a lamp illuminating a cottage window, the yellowy glow casting a vaguely square shape on the street below.  As I got there, it went out.  

I did not belong here.  I could wander the world at will but I knew I would be in permanent denial.  Someday soon, I’d have to go back home.  There seemed little point in putting it off.  The essence of who I had been lay within the walls of my house.  That was the place to start.



There was a small photograph of me in the hallway.  One of those snaps taken in a hurry that capture an agreeable expression.  With dark hair as unruly as my old clothes, brown eyes illuminated by bright sunshine reflecting off the water, I always thought I looked like a film star on a day off.  My wife caught the moment, by the river, on one of my fishing trips.  I was often at my happiest down there.  It was the tranquillity, a safe harbour where I could leave the irritating world behind and let troubles glide past along with time.  

I examined myself again, more critically.  I was smiling all right.  But I knew the person behind the grin.  I was capable of being quite the bastard when the mood suited me.  I dissected people, looked for weakness.  Most had coping mechanisms so I highlighted them, ridiculed the futility in an attempt to expose the flawed animals they were.  In so doing, I felt better about my own.  You see, I was no better than anyone else.  I survived in hope that I would never be found out.

This vigorous, combative nature of mine stood me in good stead at work. The legal profession was cutthroat.  I climbed the ladder, making a name for myself by getting under the collars of medical practitioners who thought they could get away with leaving patients in a mess.  I was ruthless, remorseless.  And good at it.

I took pride in the job I did.  I fought on the right side (most of the time).  The financial rewards were tremendous, an adequate compensation for the long hours and days away from home, and my Tina.

I considered her exceptional.  She was the one I could never quite work out.  I tried the same techniques on her as I did everybody else.  My criticism had little effect.  If I pulled apart her mannerisms or questioned her motives, she deflected me with a slight tightening of her delicate mouth and a twitch of her dimples.  She was the rock my stormy sea crashed against.  With her, I lowered my guard and released the gentle side that even my parents and close friends only ever got glimpses of.  

She surprised me that day beside the river.  My trips there were generally solitary ones.  She was no great fan of the early starts, the uncomfortable chairs or the smell of the fish.  I was delighted that she had come.  I could read as much in my face in this casual snap she insisted on putting up.  It was the first thing you saw when you came in the front door.  She said it made her think of me, and smile.  



Once inside the house I gravitated as I always did, towards the den.  Or my den, I should say.  The day we moved here I commandeered the basement as my own.  An open wooden staircase led down from the kitchen.  I used to tread so gently of an evening, maintaining the quiet my wife needed to sleep.  Tonight, I was unable to make any sound at all.  

It was a surprisingly large space.  I had lots of shelves fitted, floor to ceiling, and loaded them with every treasured book, magazine, vinyl record and memento I had collected since childhood.  I maintained them with an almost religious fervour, dusting and browsing, gaining a sense of ownership, an anchor in my existence.  They belonged to me and I to them.  Organised and orderly.  

Here I displayed my fishing trophies.  Small achievements compared to my news making triumphs at court hearings but infinitely more satisfying.  In the tall cabinet beside them I kept all the gear.  Rods, bait runners, mats and my trusty shelter that me kept dry on many a wet outing.  The unique aroma of the riverbank wafted out and I was able to imagine it filling my excited nostrils.  

A stand for a turntable came next.  I used it to select the soundtrack of my life.  I fancied picking out an album now, letting the vibes of Alanis Morissette energise me once more.  She would help focus my rage, she had the right turn of phrase to perfectly describe my frustration.  I knew exactly where to find her.  

It was now that I realised something strange.  I had not opened that cupboard, yet I saw everything within, the spine of the record I needed to hear.  My mind was recalling the contents.  Odder still, I had not switched on the light.  Treading the grey space between the living and the dead allowed me to see all.  Or at least, all that I remembered.  But if I wanted to do something physical like playing some music, I was powerless.

At least I might be capable of recreating the familiar sense of calmness within this special place.  For me, it acted as a haven within a haven.  I sat on the massive armchair I had impulse bought in the local charity shop, nearly killing myself lugging it into this prime spot, a raised platform at the end, from where I could survey my mini kingdom with all the vanity of a Hollywood celebrity.  It was tempting to consider staying put.  How often had I thought that?  In my hideaway, society could be kept at bay, shut out, controlled.  It was my choice.  If I switched off, I reigned here in splendid isolation.  I had that now.  No one would ever find me here. 

Visitors were rare.  On very odd occasions, my wife would pay a visit, calmly casting her gentle eyes over my fixations wearing an expression of charmed diversion.  She took no exception to my posters of scantily clad females.  She was assured, unchallenged, certain that her good boy kept his obsessions to himself.  

I had a few friends who might venture into my den.  One in particular shared my love of a good tune and would chill out with me.  These occasions were rare.  My work kept me eternally busy.  It wearied me.  I tired of people and their problems and sought solitude whenever possible.  I patted the soft arms of my beloved seat and sank back.  Except the thousands of questions in my mind would not leave me alone.  I was drawn away, unprepared, venturing out into the world again.



Not sure how I got here, but I was now standing squarely in the middle of my bedroom, though I always considered this as Tina’s realm.  It was pretty.  A pale pink, the emphasis on lace and comfort.  She would dwell here, attending to herself, and sleeping.  Lots of sleeping.  

Despite seeming so overwhelmingly content about someone else, my thoughts brought me here because I remembered an important conversation in our relationship that had played out between these placid walls.  It was the night we called off our big trip to America, played out in front of me.

“I’m not keen on going,” she informed me when I had come up to bed.

I dropped my head, staring at my claret slippers as if they were to blame.

“I’m not feeling great,” she said.  “I don’t want anything to endanger the baby.”

I lifted my eyes.  She had made up the space between us and took my hands.  She was inviting my concern, leaning slightly back with a grimace.

“Please don’t be mad at me.”

Her delicate little nose twitched and the light touch of her small fingers became a determined squeeze in my palms.

“How can I be?” I sighed.  “When you’re being sensible and looking after the most important thing in our lives?”

She threw herself into my chest.  While I clutched her, feeling the ridges of her ribcage, I visualised the wonderful things I was destined not to experience.  The Grand Canyon, fishing on the Sacramento River, camping in Yosemite, the night sky above Joshua Tree National Park.  I guess it could wait.  

I could also see now, from my detached viewpoint, Tina’s face.  Her chin was pressed down into my shoulder and she wore an expression of self satisfied victory.  

“I’m devastated,” she said.  “I know how much this holiday means to you.  I’m just as gutted.”

Viewing this scene, I was amazed by how much a person conceals of themselves in order to fit the expectations of others.  The was my first insight as a ghost.  I wondered with no little dread how many more were to follow.  



It was night.  I had so many times before stood at the foot of the bed and gazed, by the glow of the fairy lights she left on for me, at her slight shape beneath the covers, the tiny fist she curled on the pillow beside her nose.  These were heraldic moments when I gave thanks to who knows what.  Some men might have wives liable to fracture, erratic individuals full of doubt and disagreement, forever falling to pieces and needing gluing together again.  Tina was nothing like this.  She was constant, consentient, assured.  

Only now she wasn’t there.  I wandered the rest of our house to search for her.  Tina didn’t appear to be around.  I was confused.  I wanted to see her.  She was my Shangri-La.  Her strength brought me harmony, happiness and hope.  Surely if I needed it enough I would be led to her.

Instead I had to be content with the evidence of our life together.  A half drunk glass of water on the kitchen worktop.  She’d stand here to take her sleeping pills, pausing as if she were contemplating what she might dream about once they had taken effect.  Across the coffee table, the newspaper lay open.  Maybe some story of the day had become too dull to endure.  Her headband was scrunched into a ball on the arm of the chair, discarded in a flourish when she was ready to let down her hair.  Beneath the stairs were our shoes, and the many scarves she kept to compliment her outfits.  

Perhaps she was staying somewhere else since I had died?  But she didn’t have anyone close.  She tolerated my parents, nothing more.  Her friends were all....not friends really.  More acquaintances, people who served a practical purpose, like her hairdresser or the cleaner.  She did not keep in touch with anyone she worked with at the jewellers before she left.  Generally, women were wary of her.  She was way more attractive than the lot of them, and that isolated her.  And she had no family I was aware of.  So where was she?

I realised I had been making presumptions.  I knew not what time of my life this might be.  This could be the past.  We might have been away together, even though that was rare.  

The only thing I was certain of was the dark.  I always enjoyed the small hours, when the harshness of day was subdued.  Without the many conflicting lines, there could be unity.  I think my job demanded so much certainty, I craved the release.

Not for me a fear of the unseeable.  There was no such thing as ghosts!  This now felt like a very cruel joke.  I was dead.  The implications of this unchangeable fact I had been overlooking.  I was never going to be able to actually be with her again.  

At the landing window I surveyed the scene beyond the garden, illuminated by the powerful moon.  The distant hills were in shadow.  I was planning to walk the length of them one day, maybe even convince Tina to join me on the trek, though that might have been stretching expectation.  Every aspiration I had nurtured for the future was meaningless.  I was a non entity.  Irrelevant.  This was not how I expected the end to be.  I had never actually given dying much thought at all.
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CHAPTER 2
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I was standing beneath the bow of a mighty oak tree.  Above me, a blackbird was in full song, belting out his notes as if the world depended on him.  In many ways, it did.  An expression of the magical nature of all living things, captured in a set of phrases to lift the heart.

Yet, in front of me, everyone looked so distraught.  I scanned the miserable faces I could see.  I knew them all.  My parents, a few friends, work colleagues Eddie and Amy, some relatives I hadn’t encountered since my wedding.  And my wife herself, the most composed there, wearing uncharacteristic black, offset by a striking blue ribbon in her hair.  

They were each focused on a long hole in the ground.  There was a elderly vicar at one end, holding a book and speaking in the most sombre tones.  Everyone appeared to be too preoccupied with their own thoughts to be listening and yet his words drew them down into the shittiest depression possible.  This was a funeral.  My funeral.

In case I didn’t quite believe what had happened, this was the terrible final confirmation.  I felt as if the blood was roaring through me.  Being an invisible shell this must have been impossible, but fabricated or not, my heart pounded as I stepped closer to look at my coffin.  

Dark wood lightened by bright flowers.  No different to any other.  Except my body lay beneath that lid.  I struggled to form a connection with the hidden corpse.  It was, after all, what I had been in life.  Flesh and bone, full of concepts, anxiety, expectations, understanding, animosity, memories, vacuity and knowledge.  The list could stretch on and on.  It didn’t matter any more.  I was of no more use now than  a load of unnecessary junk in a scrapyard.  I backed away again, with a shudder.  I had no desire to think of myself like that.  

When the old reverend had finished prattling on, Eddie stepped forward, his lower jaw tightening as he produced a sheet of paper.  

He coughed.  “I’ve been asked by the family to say a few words as they felt too emotional to speak.  I too find this occasion difficult to process but I will try and keep myself together to get this out.  Scott was in so many ways an incredible person.  His professional abilities have already grown legendary.  Like a terrier he took on cases and pursued justice with thoroughness and fairness.  I could not have asked for a better colleague.  

“Most of us here will prefer to remember him as the kind fellow he was.  He was not one to drop his guard, and was often quick with his temper.  However, once you had his trust, he was loyal, caring, and unrelenting in his support.  

“A quiet man, a lover of music and nature, a passionate angler, I hope that wherever he has gone there is a well stocked river and high quality record player.  Rest in peace, my friend.  We all miss you.”

For the gathered bereavers, it seemed best to remember my better qualities.  I could see that my parents were trying hard to think of them.  My mother was small and wiry, with features pinched by the passing years.  She dressed with the fussy perfection she applied to all things.  Dad twitched and fidgeted, stifled by his suit.  I associated him with the rough, outdoor clothes he wore while he was driving animals and produce around in his truck.  His skin looked creased and worn against the smooth material of his jacket.

When proceedings came to a close, they both lost any composure they had been clinging to.  It seemed the more they evoked happy thoughts of me, the more unbearable it became.  A few brave cousins were quick to offer their aid, with gentle palms on their bent frames and soft words for their ravaged brains.  I was unaware that my father was capable of weeping, such were his gruff and self assured ways.  I wanted to flee.  The devastation was too intense to bear.  And yet, I was held there, forced to observe.  

“Have we not suffered enough already?” dad cried, his cheeks wet.  “Now our boy is gone.”  

How I needed to console him, kneel before him and announce that I was right here.  Of course, I couldn’t.  I understood that now.  Yet, for some reason it was necessary for me to endure the whole sad scene.  

My attention was turned to Tina.  She stood apart, very straight and unruffled.  The polar opposite to my parents.  Various people paused to give her their condolences, gripping her hands or patting a shoulder.  She received their good will in her customary demure manner.  If it hadn’t been for the setting and the dreadfully gloomy attire, you could be excused for not realising she was the widow.  

Grief can produce unpredictably strange reactions.  Tina was immune to this.  Always so calm, today was no exception.  She was stoic, solid.  I went nearer, tried to read what I saw in those remarkable blue eyes.  Sure enough, determination.  It was as if she was resolved not to break down.  I might have wished for more emotion, but after experiencing the mess my mother and father were in, it was a relief.  I admired her control.  She was exactly the woman I had fallen for.  She had a way of coping.  

“Thank you, vicar,” she said, shaking his hand carefully.

“I never met your husband,” the old man said.  “He sounds like a very good man.”

“He wasn’t bad,” Tina replied, with a hint of humour.  “And he won’t get the chance to be bad anymore.”

The vicar was taken aback by her flippant remark.  I smiled to myself.  She was a master of dark wit, something we had in common.  This burial would have been arranged by my parents.  Tina always joked that if it was left to her, she’d put me out with the bins.

“Funerals are for those left behind,” she had always said.  



All the mourners were gone.  I was left behind, with the light fading, not invited to the gathering that followed by custom, where people ate and hid their relief that it wasn’t them who had just been buried.  Kind things would be said about me, before the conversation turned to the living and everyone caught up on each other’s news.  

I stood beside the rough pile of earth that marked my final resting place and laughed with bitter irony.  My presence here underlined the emptiness of what lay beneath.  A detached collection of rotting flesh and crumbling bones where you could visit and relive memories.  Once the ground had settled a headstone would be added, etched out with a few basic facts.  Each covering of leaves, the snow, the sprouting of daisies, the passing of a plastic bottle blown in from the street beyond the iron railings, registered the years slipping by until I was to become forgotten completely.

The most important detail was deemed not for public consumption and would remain unrecorded.  I had been murdered.  That was why I was still wandering around like a ghoul.  I sank onto to the now damp ground.  The horrible reality hung over me.  It was the point I had to reach.  Surely I could just skip to the fatal moment, get it over with and end this agony?  Was I ready?  My fear ran so deep, perhaps that was stopping me.

Did anyone else know what had happened, apart from the perpetrator?  The implications of that were endless.  Once I discovered the truth, I wasn’t going to be able to do anything but accept it.  No retribution, no justice.  Someone killed me.  A random stranger?  Or someone close to me?  Was I in the wrong place at the wrong time or did my actions invite my doom?

All this confusion was holding me down.  I needed to relax and work this out from the beginning.  The beginning.  When I was born?  Did I need to go that far back?  I looked across the yellowing grass of the graveyard.  Every body put here started at the point when they left the womb and hit the cold, bright outside and immediately sought the comfort of a mother.  



That dazzling light again.  Like the one I encountered when I died.  Only this event was the polar opposite.  Birth.  I watched myself be lifted from the womb, high enough for my mother to see.  Bizarrely, I knew the sensations of my tiny baby self.  

Confusion and indignation.  Discomfort, from the cold air on my skin and flooding into my lungs.  And exhaustion.  With eyes screwed tightly shut, I screamed out for a source of comfort.  This quickly came in the form of my mum.  Her red face was wet with sweat and tears, but she was full of joy when I was laid against her.  

My relief was instant.  I had found warmth and comfort.  I quit bawling and relaxed, my miniature hand curled into a contented ball.  My senses were overloaded, the touch and smell of my mother, carried from within, stronger than ever.  So much to take in.  

Before long, the need for food took over.  With my new legs I pushed myself and crawled towards the breast, my mouth puckering to form a perfect O.  Once I had latched on, I sucked.  And sucked.  How eager I was!  And hungry.

How many people got to see this moment of innocent magic, your initial bonding with the one who had nurtured you?  I would have considered myself very fortunate if the circumstances were different. 

I turned my attention to my father.  It was strange to see him so young.  The lines worn from the hours out working in the elements had not yet appeared.  His smile was broad, his focus unwavering.  The union between mother and baby had enchanted him too.

He leaned in close.  “A boy....my boy.”  

“We made him,” my mum said.

“I’m so amazed,” he said.  “It’s just like you told me.”

He placed his hand carefully on my head, a huge palm covering a soft skull.  I blinked, then continued feeding.  My mother laughed from her throat like she always did.  

“I want you to know how much you’re gonna be cared for, young man,” he declared.  “Whatever life throws at us, I won’t be quitting on you.”

I had no reason to ever doubt his commitment to me, but this show of tenderness was extraordinary.  He was usually so brusque.  Looking in on this blissful scene, I was reassured.  Here was the perfect, committed little family.  What could possibly go wrong?  



This question took me in an instant to my nursery.  It was a summer evening.  The curtains were drawn against a setting sun and I realised I remembered them.  Thin, with bold, yellow rocking horses and waving teddy bears standing out from a white background.  My eyes would be drawn to this space, a square on the wall above my head, a point of light in the gloom when crying.  I cried a lot.  

For the first few years, I was a sickly child.  Later, my parents alluded to this occasionally, rarely saying much more than ‘it was hard’.  As far as I could tell, this was not a happy time for them.  The worry of losing a child did not combine well with constant sleep loss.  The main burden fell on my mum, at home with the baby, responsible for my care, medicine and lack of improvement.

She felt it.  A perceived failure.  Unlike her friends whose maternal endeavours brought laughter and gurgles, she lived in a world full of screams.  Her own mother watched on with tight lipped irritation and silence that was proof enough of disappointment. 

And here was my dear, sweet mum, head pressed against the bars of my cot, collapsed in dazed weariness.  I was asleep too, more peacefully, coiled up in my little cage, surrounded by cuddly toys.  I’d forgotten about some of these.  It was a delight to see them again.  My favourite was the koala.  I dragged him around with me everywhere, by the ear until it became detached and mum came to the rescue with her sewing kit.

The entire room was vaguely familiar.  I wondered if my memory was genuine or just assembled from the faded photographs my parents kept downstairs in a leather trunk.  The walls were lined with books aplenty and gentle images of lambs and clouds.  On a gaybox were delicate ornaments: a honeypot; a tiny cannon; a figure of a Scotsman playing the bagpipes.  This was scene of serenity.  The truth I saw now was somewhat different.  

My father’s stern face appeared at the door.  “Are you done in there?” 

My mother’s eyes flashed open and she raised a finger to her lips.  “Ssh,” she said.

“He’s asleep isn’t he?” he retorted, his tone still harsh but at least quieter.

She nodded.  “Finally.”

“Then come away, spend some time with me.”

With a sigh, she hauled herself up, blew me a kiss and went out to find her husband.  I shadowed her, downstairs and out into our large lounge, through the French windows, to the garden.  He was sat in his usual chair on the patio, hunched forward, hands clenched together and thumbs tapping, the stub of a cigarette plunged in the ashtray beside him.

“That was a struggle,” she said, virtually falling onto the lounger beside him.

He grunted.  “No great surprise there.”

“Poor thing, his skin’s so sore and this heat affects his breathing.  That new medicine isn’t helping at all.”

“What new medicine?” he asked, turning stiffly to look at her, his head at a curious angle.

“The one the doctor prescribed last week.”

His shrug displayed surprise.  Her scowl frustration.

“You know about it.  It’s very strong and he was worried about side effects.  I have to go back tomorrow and tell him how it went.”

“News to me,” he said, pushing out his lower lip.

“I told you!”

He shook his head.  “Not me.  Your blessed mother most likely, and the women from the postnatal group.  But not me.”

She stared at him, bubbling with annoyance.  Was it directed at him or herself?  What was the truth here?  He was gazing out across the manicured lawn to where the sun had just sunk behind the rustling willows.  Her features tightened while she considered what to say.

“You don’t listen to me.”

“I do.”

She smiled but it was bitter.  “You pretend.  Yesterday you walked off before I’d finished.”

He ran a hand through the hair I don’t recall him having.  “You were probably going on about how difficult your day had been.”

“Yes, I was.  It was a rough one.”

“Of your own making, pampering that child the whole time.”

Mum sat up.  “What would you know?!”

“Nothing!” he exclaimed, leaping to his feet.  He began to pace around.  “I’m not part of things here anymore.”

“You’re away a lot,” she countered.

“Yes, working.  For us.  That’s all I’m useful for.  I sometimes go further than I need rather than come back here.”

My mother’s face twisted, his words crumpled her defences.  “That’s horrible.”

“And true,” he said, stopping, arms folded, his back to her.  “It’s not the way we used to be.”

“I do miss you,” she murmured.

He did not react.  His dark frame remained motionless in the twilight.  He could be very steely when he was unhappy.  My mother stretched back down, likely lacking the energy to fight with him, I thought.  She was wearing the black dress with the red roses that I could recall my childhood.  It was a lot shorter than I ever imagined it had been.  Her body was slim and curvy.  I saw her here on this sultry summer night as an attractive young woman in such good shape and it gave me a sensation of pride, like a parent might have for a daughter.  

“Another evening gone,” he said.

“Not completely.”

He turned with eyebrows raised.  She did likewise, but hers were more akin to a teacher’s way of telling you how you should know better.  

“No, Jimi.  I wasn’t offering.  I’m too tired tonight.”  

“Are you ever?”

It was now I wanted to come away.  This conversation was not the kind any child wants to be a part of.  The complexities of their sex life was none of my business.  Except tonight, clearly, I had no choice.  I was to endure the disturbing sight of some hidden switch sending my father to a darker place.  Where I had been treasuring my mum’s lean figure with dignified delight, he was filled with lust.  He launched himself at her with all the strength he had built up forcing animals into his truck.  Like it or not, I was witnessing new dimensions to their personas, and had no power to intervene or escape.  

“Stop, Jimi.  Not again!  You hurt me the other night.”

She fought against him enough to cool his ardour.  Without any sign of enthusiasm from her his interest faded, however easily he might have overpowered her.  He stopped, removed his hands from beneath her dress, and sat up, hunched 

“Where’s the desire gone, Gail?”

She was busy restoring her dignity, covering the flesh he had exposed.  “Nowhere,” she said.  “Just give me some time.”

“We can’t all live on the promise of tomorrow,” he said.  

She reached out and ran her fingers across his firm shoulder.  He ignored them.  

“It’ll get better,” she said.

“We’ll see shall we?  Until then I’ll keep driving around and try not to think too much.”

“Run around, Jimi.  But don’t ever run away.”

He got up and walked inside.  My mother flopped down with the back of her hand over her crying eyes, hiding them from the world, and herself.



My father couldn’t get through the door quickly enough.  “He’s really in?”

“In indeed.”

“Trinity College here he comes!”

He grabbed my mum and and swung her round the front room so energetically I thought her feet would knock over some of her precious ornaments.  The house had become the place where dreams were getting fulfilled.  Given what was going to happen ten years down the line, it made my gut twist.  

But this was the present for now, and the air was charged with great excitement, the day I got accepted into Cambridge.  I remember my own elation.  Seeing theirs was something new.  I had gone to a friend’s and missed the moment when dad got home from work.  They were both breathless by the time he put her down.  Still clinging to each other’s forearms, they shared a gleefully intense stare, both grinning like kids on Christmas morning.  Theirs faces appeared so much older than how I had just seen them, lined, experienced, more recognisable to me. 

“No more not knowing,” he said.  “His path is clear.  All that hard work and extra schooling has paid off.”

“We knew he could do it.”

“I got home as early as I could.  Was he as pleased as us?”

“Oh yes.  You should’ve seen him.  That magical smile was bigger than ever.  He’s gone over to Dave’s.  They’ve both had a result today.”

My father blinked as he looked beyond her shoulder and through the big French windows.  “This is joy beyond belief.  And it calls for a celebration!  Get the champagne glasses.”

They convened on the patio.  He popped the bottle with a flourish, sending the cork flying over the garden, reaching the myrtle bushes on the far side.  He poured and spilled, they guzzled and giggled.  I had never realised they were capable of such acts of merry abandon. 

“Jimi, I’ve not seen you this animated since we first got together.”

My father bristled and then his face softened.  “This is what I wanted for him.  To break the pattern of generation after generation of general labourers.”

“You’re not ashamed of what you do, surely?”

“No, no.  I’m the best driver they have.  But there’s so much more prestige and money in a legal career.”  

“To our son, the lawyer,” mum said, raising her fist at the end of a straight arm.  

“Not quite yet,” dad countered.  “He’s four years of study to complete.”

She gave him a playful slap.  “He’ll cruise them, you know he will.”

He nodded.  “I guess this is it.  From now we’ll have to get used to him not being around so much.”

“That’s the only drawback.”

“But his life takes off from here.  There’s plenty to look forward to, ways to enjoy what he’s becoming.”

She went close and put her arms around his waist, pressing her cheek against his chest.  “We’ll be okay.”

“For sure.  He’s going to bring on a new phase for us.  A wife, eventually, and grandchildren.”

“Steady on!” she cried, widening her eyes at him.  “He’s only just finished school.”

He manoeuvred her over to his chair and sat, with her balanced on his knee.  “I can dream can’t I?”

“You’re a big softy.  And you shouldn’t think so much about a future you can’t guarantee.”

“I know what it’ll mean to me.  I want that role, you know, as granddad.  Much easier than being a father.  I’ll be able to share what I’ve learned, take them out in the lorry, play them music, read bedtime stories.  Make up for a few mistakes.”

She regarded his wistful face with admiration and ran a hand down his widening frame with affection.  “You missed so much of that, with Scott being so ill.  I hope you get what you long for.”

“Me too.  I won’t say too much about this to him, though.  It’ll remain a special secret wish.”

“He needs to find a good woman first.”

“If he’s as lucky as me, he’ll do fine.”

He pulled her down against his chest and she listened to the thump of a strong heart.  He carelessly caressed her hair.  The birds were singing in the garden and a dragonfly buzzed them before heading off the hunt across the lawn.  

“We’re both lucky,” she said, her cheeks swelling.  “There’s never been anyone else for us.”

My father took a large gulp of his drink and gripped his wife’s head a lot tighter.
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CHAPTER 3
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Tina.  Right there before me in our sumptuous lounge, dwarfed by the expansive velvet sofa.  She sat, dainty hands on the knees she held demurely together, her faithful cat, Lilith, by her side, with a similar aloof expression.  Becoming thoughtful, Tina’s marble blue eyes narrowed while she considered some dilemma I could not be party to.  

It was often like that.  She had more going on in her pretty little head than she ever shared with me.  I’d watch her as I was now and long to know more.  Life was a mission, her focus deeply personal and beyond my reach.  Ultimately, I was just glad to feature as a part of it.  This was her way and I grew used to it.  

My empty self felt thrilled to see her.  I went closer, close enough to imagine I was breathing her in.  The expensive perfume mixed with a clean, sweet scent particular to her.  I was soaring, carried away with the remembrance.  

With a flourish of an arm, she rolled over her wrist to check the time on her watch.  It was the one she’d bought while she worked part time at the jewellers, shaped and contoured like a snake in silver and black.  She clicked her tongue into the roof of her mouth and stood.  I gazed up at her, a worshipper before a goddess, almost afraid to admire the neat frame before me, elegant in a pink dress with white lace cuffs and collars. 

“Now to stop this waiting around at home,” she said, to Lilith, who she stroked as she left the room.

I noticed a letter on the seat.  I went to pick it up, only to be reminded such actions were beyond me.  However, I was somehow permitted to know the contents.  Apparently the inquest into my demise had concluded and the coroner had released my body for the funeral.  The cause of death had been declared an accident.  This disclosure was stupefying for someone to read about themselves.  And wrong.  It had to be wrong.  Otherwise, why would I be roaming around as a ghost?

While my head tried to process such a revelation, my heart reminded me of my love and how hard it must have been for Tina to digest these words.  I raced up the stairs to find her, instinctively knowing where she was.  By our bedroom window she stood, a delightful silhouette, looking out over the garden.  The lush grass was divided by the long shadows of the trees as the sun was sinking.  The pond in the middle rippled only by the drop of the little stream that fed it.  Birdsong filled the air, rich and cheerful.  A scene of great calm that I hoped transported her away, even fleetingly, from her grief.  

“The coroner is wrong,” I said to her.  “Someone killed me.”

My words went unheard.  I hoped that some fragment of of them might penetrate her world.  Maybe my thoughts could influence hers.  And yet all the while, I knew this was impossible.  Observation was all I had.  

With a swift swish of the blinds, she shut off the view.  Then she flopped back onto the bed, arms out wide, the mass of her white blonde hair sprayed around her head.  Any hot blooded man would have had an urge to assume a position above her.  As her husband, I didn’t even need to suppress such a thought.  So there I was, ready to drown in her charms yet cruelly denied.  The indignant rip of frustration I suffered was no less painful for being only fancied.

Tina, oblivious to my anguish, then proceeded to add to the torment.  With casual distraction, she slowly undid the buttons on the front of her dress.  I watched in miserable ecstasy as she revealed her creamy skin, piece by beautiful piece.  When she stood and let the garment fall, she was a vision in sensual red silk underwear.  This felt like one sight I might have longed for when I hit the blinding light of death, had I been given time to consider.  
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