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“Papa.” 

My eyes opened to large blue irises staring back at me which radiated with a gentleness, warmth, and love; they belonged to my eldest daughter Henrietta.

“I am sorry, did I wake you?”

“Just resting my eyes, sweetheart.” I smiled at her.

“I am surprised Mummy and you don’t have a full-on production about your romance, being one of history’s greatest couples.” Her lips slowly unfurled to a smile; her fair skin was accented by rosy cheeks, her defined jaw line and soft facial features wrinkled around her dimples. 

Hetta’s blue eyes are like her mother’s and when she smiles, it was as if her mother was smiling back at me. The sight was one to behold. 

“I suppose starting with a book will suffice.” She extended her hand forward slipping a familiar leather-bound book was in her hand. Henrietta removed a hair clip and her long dark-auburn hair descended upon her orchid-print dress. 

“Where did you find this, Hetta?”

“I stumbled upon it in Mother’s things, whilst I was tidying your bedroom.”

“You didn’t have to do that.” I sat up. “Thank you, darling.”

“You seemed knackered.” She sat beside me with her hands on her lap. Her excitement palpable through her twinkling eyes and bright smile. “I haven’t read it.” She inched closer to me. I looked down at the cover, the title etched in traditional Victorian gold-leaf font. 

“Do either of your sisters know about this?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“So that probably means yes.” I had a brief laugh. “Honey, this is a special gift to your mother, so it needs be to kept safe and it can’t go missing, okay?” I placed my hand over hers and she nodded with more energy.

“Alright then, sweetheart....” I smiled at her and tapped her nose playfully, invoking a brief laugh from her. “Though you know much of it already, you can have a quick read through it if you’d like.”

“I would prefer if you read it to me instead.” 

“I best get the girls then.” I placed the leather-bound book down beside me.

“They are both having a kip...” Hetta grasped my hand. “I really want to hear this in your words, Papa.”. 

“It is a long story, Hen...” 

“I got time...” She hung on my words with a twinkle in her eye, reminding me of when she was a younger and I read her favourite bedtime stories to her.

“Anything for you, my beautiful daughter.” I stroked her cheek with my free hand. Her smile spilled across her from cheek-to-cheek; it was bubbly and full of life.  I smiled back at her and she curled up against me. 

“Though I think your mother would want me to wait until you’re a bit older to read this to you...”

“Mummy isn’t here right now, is she?” She rested her head on my chest. 

I kissed her on the dome of her head and looked up toward the white mantle of our fireplace. Next to a framed black and white daguerreotype of my beloved’s mother, stood a picture of her and I from our wedding day. She looked like an angel in white satin, her long dark copper-auburn hair flowing down toward her bosom and back. A flat-brimmed white sunhat with a navy bow and collection of lavender flowers flowing from the side of the headpiece. I was dressed more modestly, a simple white shirt, grey tie, and black suit. Unlike my beloved whose hair had been exquisitely arranged, I took the luxury of buzzing my hair and beard to a simple scruff. Her smile was as nearly as illuminous as her dress, a cream-coloured corseted gown that hugged her bust, matched by a long ivory lace overskirt that trailed along the floor. A narrow black brooch wrapped around her neck; her arms were bare but neatly tucked under a muslin veil and matching cloak that draped over her. 

The joy escaped from the photograph. Mine shown in simply having my arm snug around her waist; hers in how tight she gripped a bouquet of roses whilst concealing the excitement that hid behind her gentle smile. And just like that, everything flashed in front of me.
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1.



Cheshire, England 2017

The horizon was a faint orange and the moon glowed in the amethyst sky. A quiet road lined with beech trees snaked through a small town. Approaching a red-brick church set back on a hill, I stopped and made a sign of the cross. Headstones scattered through tall grass and a willow tree stood by the Tudor-style porch with a gas lamp. On an oak poster board were various notices:


Holmes Chapel Family Fair – Bank Holiday Weekend – 25th to 28th August

Goostrey Rose Day – 30th of June

Tatton Park Pop-Up Festival: 15th of July - August dates to be announced

Dunham Massey Antique Show and Folk Festival – 29th and 30th July; 

The White Ribbon Foundation British Women’s Temperance Society (BWTS) 150th Anniversary Concert Night at Lea Hall – 26th October – 7:00 PM

Community Choir – Every Monday 7:30 PM

Café and Connect – Every Wednesday Morning 9:30 AM to 12:30 PM. 



I sauntered on, past more beech, elm, and oak trees. Rachmaninov’s 2nd Symphony the Adagio was playing on my headphones as I took in the beauty of the old, most of which dated to the late 1800’s as noted by their capstones. I adored Victorian houses, just like the literature and the music of the time. One captured my attention: a large red-bricked beauty with bay windows on either side of the house which formed two turrets that extended two stories. The windows were hooded with Corinthian column mouldings. It had a large black door, above which was a hooded window with a frieze, above that again three smaller hooded windows. My neck craned at the high-pitched blue-slate roof with its enchanting ornate black gables. The lights were on. What would it be like to live in such a place; to sit in the front room and look out from those large bay windows with all the light coming in, flooding the room up to its high-ceilings with brocade patterns?

In the front room was a portrait of a woman who appeared to be from the Victorian era. She had her hair up in a bouffant under a flowered hat, some loose strands had escaped underneath; it was auburn or light-brown with a sleek lustre. She wore a darker-coloured bodice with large ruffled sleeves and a long underskirt which flowed outward to form a bustle. It reminded me of a portrait of a woman that struck me at the Victorian Museum in Buxton. She had deep eyes and a soft complexion. Though not smiling, I could conceive that when she did, it would have been radiant. I imagined that perhaps she lived in the house way back then. I looked at the second-floor window and thought how lovely it must have been to come home to her. Such a woman could inspire me to be the best version of myself. That was always my dream. But this woman in the painting was from the past and I couldn’t find her where I was. 

I pulled out my phone and looked at the last text message from Rachel:  YOU MAKE ME WANT TO PULL MY HAIR FROM MY HEAD. She hadn’t always been like that. When I first met her, she was friendly and eager for us to spend time together. In a blur, everything deteriorated to where we were now and yet I had spent so much time trying to recover the person I had first met. Perhaps, it was all an illusion. 

******************
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THE PHONE RANG, IT was half-past three in the morning: “Hello...” I was dazed by sleep.

“You alright?” 

It was Rachel, her sharp Mancunian accent was quite relaxed.

“Yea, I’m good.”  I squinted as I sat up. “Is everything okay?”

“I’m at the club.” Her words slurred.

“It’s a Tuesday.” 

“Some lad wanted to dance with me but I turned him down....” She replied.

“Why would you even tell me that?”

“You want me to say yes to him?” 

I had to walk on eggshells, especially when she was drinking. I didn’t want to get into an argument because what she would do is say something horrible and then put the phone down and not call back. She knew I was sensitive; she knew this was a touchy time of year.

“Would you like me to come get you?” I yawned. “I’ll bring you home, so you are safe...”

“I’m taking a taxi.” She started laughing. I heard some men talking in the background. 

“Give us a minute...” She spoke to the voices and hung up on me. When I tried to ring back, her phone was turned off. Straight to voicemail. I left a message, begging her to call me when she was back home. She didn’t though, instead she rang the next afternoon saying she was on her way over.  

Rachel should have arrived by four but didn’t appear until twenty to seven. She barely kissed me when I reached out to do so; she still looked rough from the night before with bags under her eyes and her reddish-brown hair up in a bobble. Her eyes were bloodshot and her skin was flushed. Rachel was dressed down in a hooded sweatshirt with black leggings and a pair of white Nike trainers. 

I got some pasta from the kitchen cupboard, turned on the oven, and poured water into a pan. There was no conversation, just an awkward tension filled by the occasional pops of bubble gum, a notification for a text message to Rachel’s phone, her fingers clicking the keys, and the rumbles of boiling water in the pan. 

“So, did you have a good time, last night?”

She laughed. “Is that a serious question?”

“Well, someone had to say something...” I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall. There she sat on the small black nylon couch with her arms crossed as well. “Look, you know today is a tough day for me right, so I am doing my best here...”

“Every day is a tough day for you...” She snickered defiantly. “Everything’s a bloody anniversary of some morbid event...” Rachel closed her eyes and put her head in her hand. “Your friend shot himself, the car accident, your diabetes which you were younger than two when you got it...”

“I am not trying to get into a fight with you today.” I shook my head. “I just wanted to spend the night, have a nice meal with you, and get through it...” 

“Did you speak to a professional yet about the panic attacks?”

“Thank The Lord, I have another consultation on Monday.” I turned around and stirred the boiling water, adding some pasta.  “The initial appointment was like a freaking police interrogation.”

“That’s because you think everyone is against you.”

I looked back at her over my shoulder, her ice-cold glare was fixed on me for a moment before it went back to her phone. “Well, they are.”

“Right...” She held back her laugh as she crossed her legs. “So, when do you actually go for therapy?”

“It could be six months, unless I do something drastic.”

“Flippin’ hell...” She popped a bubble. “Are they taking the mick?”

“Nope... that’s the way of it...”

“Well, here’s hoping for the day that you won’t have to wash your hands thirty-two times after you touch a work top.” 

This was the norm of late, speaking to me like this. She must have thought I enjoyed having to sanitise my hands every thirty seconds out of fear that I would inhale an influenza virus or start coughing from dust. It was not unusual though. I used to be mocked when I was sent home from school as a teen and ordered to be evaluated by a psychologist because my hands were bleeding so much from “over-washing.” The thing is, I didn’t enjoy this terror but it didn’t make any difference to how I was treated. It was a long time ago now, but Rachel adopted the same attitude as so many others had done before.

I would be preoccupied for the evening if I drank from the same glass as someone, or was in close proximity to someone who wiped their nose and didn’t wash their hands after it. She, on the other hand, couldn’t care less about such things but then again, I had to worry about the diabetes. I couldn’t give it an opportunity to get a shot at me. Diabetic ketoacidosis and retinopathy are no joke and the latter, in particular, terrified me to my core. Such events transpired from poor control and what can make the scoundrel go haywire? A pathogen, albeit only acutely.  

Rachel’s nonchalance made her my superior, somehow...Did she forget that when she was ill, I laid in bed with her to look after her, despite my obsessions and compulsions? 

“You know what? There is no need for you to speak to me to like that.” I stirred the pasta. “It is a condition which I am trying to get under control...”

“Shortness of breath and having heart palpations isn’t a condition.” Rachel pooh-poohed. “It’s called not being a stress-head and getting a grip.” 

“You are the one who needs to get a grip...” I replied skittishly as I knew this could be a catalyst for a confrontation.

“You what?”

“I sense you are looking for a quarrel but I am not interested.” I turned back and looked at her. 

“Quarrel?” She rose to her feet. “There you are with your fancy words...”

“Quarrel isn’t a fancy word, if I wanted to be more articulate, I would have said disputation.” 

She waved her hands. “You know what your problem is?”

“I am sure you will tell me”. I opened the cupboard and pulled out a jar of passata. 

“You’re too full on.” She shook her head. “You don’t know how to have fun; everything is so intense with you...”

“Fun?” I chuckled. “Getting drunk in some random club on a Tuesday night is what you define as fun?”

“Better than sitting around listening to depressive music and hearing about your Victorian novels...”

“Very nice...” I shrugged the barb off. “... and who were those dudes that you were speaking with?”

“What does it matter?”

“I think anyone who had a partner who behaved as you did last night couldn’t help but ask...” I put the passata jar down. 

“Behaved?” She laughed. “You are not my parent.”

“You know what?” I couldn’t hold it any more, I was sick and tired of everything. “Forget all these innuendos...” I shook my head. “I want things to be good between us.” I lowered the heat on the oven. “I don’t understand what I’ve done. I get on great with your kids and I want to do right by you. But still you’d rather go out and drink, all the time?”

“Well, you don’t drink with me, do you now?” She snickered again. “You’re more concerned about how my mate’s cat is getting on...”

“It’s a cute animal.” I threw my hands out. “You know I have a history of major depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and anxiety attacks?” I brought my hands back together. “Drinking is not in my best interest...”

“Here we are with the doom and gloom again.” 

She wanted to me react despite her aversion to my sensitivity, but I wouldn’t bite. 

“Who was watching the kids last night when you were out?”

“Piss off...” She laughed. “Don’t tell me how to raise my children...”

“I am not, but still it is a valid question...”

“Spare any further lectures on your family values.” She slurred her words as she looked at me with a palpable rage. “Along with your many obsessions with the nineteenth century....” The scent of vodka emerged from her throat when she yelled. 

“A Victorian woman, that’s what you want, init? That’s what you came here for!” Her bloodshot eyes and steady pupils filled with fury. “One who could be wrapped around your filthy fingers while you worship the ground, she walks on...” 

“Is it a crime to be affectionate to your lover?”

She waved her hand in my direction dismissively. “I have bad news for you, you won’t be finding one of those in Manchester in 2017...” 

“Who are you messaging?” I watched suspiciously. Rachel looked down at her phone and started typing. 

“...If it were up to you, I’d be home at six and we’d be in bed by nine.” She raised her voice. “Everywhere we go, you walk on the outside of the street and think that men should act a certain way at all times.”

“Well what’s the alternative?” I snapped back. “Acting feckless and getting wasted in some pub?! Leaving your kids at home while you’re having a one-night stand with some wanna-be-tough guy piece of crap who is trying to copy a TV show he watched?” I raised my voice. “Is that how I am supposed to be?” I looked back at the bubbling water and stirred the pasta. “Cause I ain’t like that nor will I ever be!”

“No, you cry at the end of My Dog Skip...” She taunted “...despite seeing the movie, a million-and-one times...”

“At least I am genuine...” I countered. “...not some fraud who pretends, they’d last five minutes at most in New York...”

Another text notification whistled from her phone. She smiled when she looked back down at her mobile.

I raised my hands to diffuse the situation. Rage would soon coil like a viper, if I didn’t take a deep breath. I didn’t want this; Truly, I wanted her to be happy and for us to be happy. I didn’t want any more fighting; the bickering had gone on for too long and I could do no right. She was nothing like the woman I first met, it was as if I was chasing after a mirage that long since dissipated. When we were first together it was bliss, now I wanted to take the pan of scalding hot water and throw it through the wall. I took a deep breath.

“Why don’t we cool down and talk about all this another time?” I opened the freezer door. “How would you like me to cook your steak?”

“I’m not staying...”

“What do you mean?” I shut the freezer. “We made plans, I bought food, and I am cooking you a meal...”

“You’ll have seconds then, won’t you?” She tried to get by at me and I reached to her stomach to hold her back from leaving. “Rachel, please...”

“Don’t touch me!” She shoved me into the work top and stormed to the door.

“Do us all a favour will you? Get back in your time machine and go back to the 1800’s.” She mocked me. “Fucking bell-end.” She slammed the door. 

“Rachel, wait...” I gave chase. Despite her words, I didn’t want her to go. Outside a small blue hatchback sputtered off onto the road and down the street. I clocked the plate details: NB04 CCL. I had no idea who was driving it and no idea where she was going. All I could do was watch the car speed away until it became smaller and smaller at the end of the road. Tears filled my eyes. It wasn’t always like this, we used to stay up late and make love all night, talking for hours in between. We used to watch soap operas and make jokes about the characters. But not anymore....

Over the next two weeks, I got a bunch of text messages. She called me expletives, blamed me for everything, and said I made her act the way she did because she was not normally like this. Nestled in between these texts was kinder and gentler correspondence which led me to believe we could reconcile. She would cycle back between needing space and needing to see me. She referenced the better times and how she missed them but whenever I tried to steer back to that, the vitriol would be spewed again. It was vicious and endless cycle that wore me down. I was already struggling to keep the panic attacks at bay. I was exhausted even though I hadn’t seen her since she had walked out. 

One evening, my friend Martyn called and took me out for a drive through Longsight, not far from where she lived. I saw a blue hatchback parked outside a shawarma takeaway. It had the same reg. as the one she had left my flat in. Then Rachel emerged from the takeaway in a black coat, lit a cigarette, and leaned up against the car. Martyn and I were stuck in the commotion that is the A6, in the midst of stop-and-go traffic with cars travelling in a multitude of directions. 

“I got to speak with her.” I struggled to undo the safety belt. 

“We’re in the middle of traffic, mate!” Martyn itched his long red beard.

“I don’t give a hoot!” I finally got free. “I need to put an end to all of this nonsense...” As I went to open the door, Martyn grabbed my shoulder.

“She’s already done that for you...” He pointed.

A scrawny man in a New York Yankees baseball hat and red suede tracksuit exited the shop with a full plastic bag in hand. Rachel smiled at him as he came out and took a drag of her cigarette before the two kissed. They didn’t know we were idling through the gridlock and that I was watching. Why would they even suspect such a thing? I was clearly the last thing on her mind.  All I could do was stare and watch helplessly with a slacked-jaw and a lump in my throat. Betrayal dug its arrows into my chest. 

Martyn’s brown eyes fixed upon me as he touched my shoulder. I looked at him, my breaths started to grow quicker and faster. 

“Was he the one she was texting?” My blood started to boil, I wanted to confront her and I wanted to bury that lowlife that was with her. “...he picked her up her from my flat.” I turned to look at Martyn. “I am going to go handle this.” I reached for the door and he grabbed me again.

“Don’t.” He shook his head. “Trust me, it’s not worth it...” He patted my shoulder. “She’s clearly not what you wanted...” 

I looked at him, his words were almost prophetic. I was disarmed even when I looked back at the scene of the two engaging in tonsil hockey before they finally got into the car. Was I really so bad that she would sneak around with that scoundrel behind my back? Why didn’t she just leave me if she was that unhappy? Why stick around and unleash the onslaught of cruel words and brutal taunts?

Truth be told, she was the “tip of the iceberg”. It was everything else beneath that could not be seen which truly tore into me. Episodes, moments, sentiments building over the course of my time on the planet Earth which led up to that moment, encapsulated in her apathy toward me. Whether it be abandonment, abuse, stonewalling, or being discarded, this was the norm for me when it came to romance. I sought water from this heat and Rachel wished to offer me vinegar and salt with a hint of honey on occasion, so I could never replenish. 

“I want a drink.”

“But you haven’t in ages...” 

I stared into the red brake lights flashing on and off. I felt vacant, I felt alone, I felt like this is what I should be accustomed to. I didn’t want to think anymore.

“Tesco...” I shook my head. “...or any pub.” My neck reclined backward against the headrest. “...I need a drink.”

And so, another spiral started...
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I woke up but couldn’t get out of bed. I didn’t want to...

I was awake but not refreshed. The night terror of the events that had unfolded filled me with pain. The disintegration of my relationship with Rachel was perhaps one of the lighter episodes compared to some of the flashbacks from other events that manifested in my dreams. I was stuck in my thoughts, stuck in the past. 

I just wanted to go back to sleep and shut off. I didn’t want to think because if I did, all I would think is that I am going to be stuck here forever. I’d either be dead early as I thought I would be or perhaps I could spend the next however many years alone and in silent suffering. After all, who would actually know? And who would actually care? People have said that a dark cloud followed me everywhere I go. Perhaps, the cumulonimbus clouds would push everyone away and the tempest would eventually consume me. 

I moved my head and looked at the calendar pinned to the wall, I had forgotten what day it was, as they all seemed to blur together. I hadn’t seen anyone; I hadn’t talked to anyone. My birthday had come and gone and we were well past it, into autumn. All I kept wrestling with was the thought of death. When I looked at my phone and then the date on the calendar, I realised it was my friend Scott’s birthday. I picked up the phone and dialled his number, I needed to get this out of the way today so I can go back to sleep or just lie on the couch and let the hours go by. I felt sick, I didn’t want to eat but at the same time I could eat two Full English breakfasts. I watched the propellers in my floor fan spin; I found the noise soothing.

The phone rang. 

“You all right, mucker?” He answered.

“What’s up man?” I stretched my arm out. “I was just calling to wish you a happy birthday and pray you have many more, my friend.”

“Cheers, mate.”

You could hear his smile on the other side of the phone.

“I was hoping to hear from you actually...”

“Happy to speak with you too, man.” I glanced out the window and through my arm back over the couch. “I don’t know what your plans are but we can go shoot baskets or whatever you want to do when you are free, just let me know what works for you...”

The odds-on bet was that he would want to go to the pub and have a few, perhaps get a takeaway after to mark the occasion. I didn’t feel like being around anyone at the moment, but it was his birthday and unlike me who didn’t care much for my own, it meant something to him, so I wanted to do what he enjoyed. 

“Actually, I’m in your neck of the woods. I could call in twenty minutes if you are about...”

“Ummm...” I tossed the duvet back and got of bed. “Sure....” I walked into the kitchenette and turned on the kettle. “I am a bit dishevelled though....”

“Aren’t we all, mate?”

Half an hour later, he was at my door. We sat on the couch in the front room. No one said anything and soon it was filled with an awkward silence. There was an energy that consumed the quiet, as if something was meant to be spoken that was bubbling to the surface.

“So, what were you doing around this part?”

“Just finished a removal and had some time to kill before heading back to The Duke for the night.” Scott pulled some rolling paper from his pockets. “...I’m not much in the mood for being social, as you know...”

“I can relate...” I put the television on. Wuthering Heights was paused from where I left it the day before. I hit play. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall and The Lady of the Shroud were on the coffee table. I tended to jump between the books because I struggled to concentrate on reading any one for too long, so going back and forth kept me engaged.

“So, I haven’t seen you out for a while...” Scott dropped some tobacco on a flat piece of rolling paper. “In fact, no one’s heard from you in weeks...”

“What do you mean? No one ever calls me anyhow...” I focused my attention on the television, my hand stretched across the couch. “If I don’t call, no one calls.” I sighed and gripped my bottle of Budweiser. “I am not stupid, man.”

“I never said you was.”

“Well then ask yourself, if I didn’t call you today because it was your birthday and I just so happened to be available when you just so happened to be in the area, when would I have seen you?”

He dashed some loose tobacco into a rolling paper. “At some point, matey.” He broke off a filter and placed it into the paper. “...I didn’t give it much thought because I am not avoiding you...”

“In my younger years, kids used to bully me for being a juvenile diabetic, so I am used to being on my own and no one giving a fuck. In fact, I recall always asking people to hang out and they always had reasons why they couldn’t and seldom did they ever ask me.” I took a larger sip of beer. “...it’s no different now...” I raised my hand with the bottle tight to my grip. “...so, whatever the fuck ever...”

“How many of those are you on, mate?”

“I am not drunk.” I put the bottle down. “Far from it.” I watched Scott’s hands roll the paper over his tobacco back and forth as if he were making pizza dough. 

“I’ll tell you one thing though.”

He looked up at me.

“When I was a teenager, my parents got divorced. In the build-up to my dad walking out, my parents used to fight every day. All hours, all night, and sometimes things got thrown out the window, my mom pulled a knife on my dad in front of me once, and even the cops had to come by a couple of times. I never felt at home obviously and was afraid to have anyone come around. But my buddy, Rich, he didn’t care. We always checked on each other and yet we had other people in our lives and other commitments then. But still, we were always friends, and we still spoke on the Facebook phone long after I moved here.” I clasped my hands together. “...nothing mattered other than making the effort to be a friend to one another...” A chuckle escaped me. “...so, like I said before about these other folks...”

“Have you chatted to him recently?” He licked the ends of his roll-up. 

I froze for a moment and studied Scott as he continued to finish his rolled cigarette. My energy left me when I reminisced of our last conversation. “...He killed himself...”

Scott froze as well, holding the cigarette in his hand. Before he could say anything else, I interjected.

“...the day Rachel stormed off; it was the one-year anniversary of his death...”

“I’m gutted to hear that, mate. You spoke of him before but I didn’t realise that...”

“It’s all good, no one wants to hear that type of stuff round here anyways.” I shook my head. “...it’s too much for them.”

“Well what else have you been doing?” 

Scott hoped to ease the tone but I was still trapped in the moment, reliving the news when I received it. I can’t believe he did it, and when the e-mail arrived, I had no idea what was being said until the course of events was ultimately revealed. He suffered from bipolar disorder and I knew full well everything that he was experiencing. Though there was a five-hour time difference, I would sometimes stay up until two or three in the morning so he could vent it all to me and settle before going to bed. So many were in shock when his body was found three days after he had apparently shot himself. No one knew until the stench of death filled his flat and permeated within the apartment house. Seemingly to so many others, this was a shocking horror that was unforeseen. I was heart-broken that it had to come to what it did but I knew he was suffering and sadly I saw it coming from a mile away, but there was nothing I could do.

The last conversation we ever had I told him I loved him but then he accused me of things in a heap of fury which resulted in him cutting off contact with me. I retaliated and did the same, stupidly. However, two weeks later, I just wanted to reach out to him and reason with him. I loved him and his friendship was far more important to me than who was right or wrong. I prayed for him and though he was unwell at the time and tried to push me away, as a result, Rich was still my friend and that’s what mattered. All I wanted was him to be at peace and not suffer, he was truly a kind soul and his actions toward me were not like him, at all. Rich had an illness but the illness wasn’t Rich. As I wrote the e-mail to re-initiate contact, the news was disclosed to me from a mutual acquaintance. 

To the day, I blame myself for everything that happened though everyone I know told me that he was committed to what he did. I recall the $100 I wired him, a month before the incident. What if those were the funds, he used to purchase the bullets? What if I could have somehow stopped this and helped him? Despite these hypotheses, all I ever heard in return was that even if you were around the corner, if he wanted to do it, you wouldn’t stop him.” 

“Watching Wuthering Heights, yea?” Scott’s question sewed into my reverie and brought my attention back to the television screen. 

“I wanted to see how the movie compared to the book...” I watched on as Heathcliff, played by Tom Hardy, entered Thrushcross Grange. He was arguing with Cathy and she pulled him into the drawing room. “You know, I can relate to him...” I pointed at Heathcliff who picked a grape from the fruit bowl with an air of menace as Linton wept to Cathy about his entry into the house. “...I’d be pissed off too...”

“It’s good to know you haven’t let go of your Victorian obsession.”

“Well you are not the first one to say that...” I laughed as I thought of Rachel’s jeers, the last time that I saw her.

“So how do we sort this out?” He waved his hand at the television.

“A pistol?” A smile broke from my face. “...but they aren’t legal in this country...”

“What ya like...” Scott rolled his eyes “What did you do for your birthday?”

“Come on, man...” I snickered. “I don’t care about that stuff.”

“But you turned 30....” 

“And?”

He placed the rolled cigarette in his ear. “I thought given the significance, you might be more inclined to do summat...”

“Aren’t you keeping it subtle yourself, this year?”

“Yeah but I enjoy the graft.” He glanced out the front window. “I am having a few after my shift with Pete and Paula (the proprietor of The Duke of York who was like another mother to Scott).” He looked back at me. “Pop round, if you’d like...” A smile crossed his face. “We can celebrate your birthday too...”

“Dude, it’s literally a marker that a year has passed and I am not dead...” I lunged forward. “How do you know in five years from now, it won’t be worse?”

“Lovely.” He chuckled. “How’s the writing?” Scott picked up a purple notebook from the coffee table.

“Poems mostly and what not...” 

“I know what it means to you.” Scott passed the notebook over to me. 

“It doesn’t do much for me, anymore.” I flung the notebook on the carpet.

“Was that necessary?”

I saw black spots for a moment.

“...Nothing really gives me much joy anymore, that’s the problem...”

“Look mate, I’m going to be direct with you.” Scott put the cigarette into his mouth. “I’m worried for your wellbeing. A couple weeks ago, Pete told me you were laughing about drowning yourself?” He placed the cigarette on the table. “Today you’re joking about shooting yourself. How is any of this, even funny?”

I flipped the channel and the introductory music to the Twilight Zone started to play. “I got to check the score...” I looked down at my phone to check a score on a bet I made in college football. Scott looked up at the Georgia Bulldogs flag fixed to the wall above the couch.

“How are they doing?”

“We’re undefeated.” I took a sip from a cold bottle of Budweiser. 

“Does that make you happy?” 

“Yea...” I shrugged my shoulders.

“It doesn’t sound it...” He shook his head. “You love that team, I thought you’d be off your bark.”

“I am not just in a good frame of mind, at this point, so I can’t enjoy it as I’d like to...” 

The opening scenes of the episode showed a man sitting on a train glancing out the window at the snow. It was the episode A Stop at Willoughby; apt for the conversation.

“This is a good one right here...” I pointed at the television.

“Isn’t this the one with the lad like you who wanted to go back into the 1800’s?” He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. 

“There’s more to it than that...” I took another sip of beer.

“Yea, he threw himself from a train and killed himself...”

A lump formed in my throat; tears were forming behind my eyes. I felt lost and alone, in a whirlpool, struggling to tread water. I didn’t even have the energy to engage in this deep of a conversation, I just wanted be to left alone; I wanted to go back to sleep even if it was something, I was no longer particularly good at doing.

Often, I woke up in the middle of the night and stared at the ceiling, asking myself is that how it was always going to be? The constant thought that raced through my head. I didn’t care about turning 30 because I was already decaying from within. I wanted to cry but I couldn’t do it then and there, that’s the problem, many people can’t deal with emotions. If I let it all out, they would probably take it the wrong way. I might as well be talking to a brick wall at that point. But ergo, maybe he would at least understand what I was trying to say.

“In his dream, he wanted to live in Willoughby because he was suffering and he just wanted to escape...”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“What kind of a question is that?” I got to my feet and he followed.

“Is that why you stay in this flat for days on end?”

“I don’t like to be around people. No one understands me.”

He put the cigarette back in his mouth.

“I am sick and tired of this crap.” I took hold of the bottle and took a big swig. “Before she left me, Rachel told me I should go back in my time machine.” My arms tensed. “Maybe, I should, as it would leave us all happier!” 

“She didn’t leave you; she was through with emotionally abusing you...”

“Is she emotionally abusing her new boyfriend?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “What does it matter?”

“Well what if it was me...” I itched my scruff. “What if I wasn’t good enough?”

“That wasn’t the issue, mate. It never is with her type.”

“She wasn’t my type...” I shrugged my shoulders and a laugh escaped from me. It wasn’t a laugh of enjoyment but one of masked pain, to help me deal with the conflicts swirling inside me.

“No, she wasn’t....” Scott chuckled. “But then again there is no one like that around here, mate.” He pointed at the television of a woman walking across a lawn in a bustled skirt and a bodice with a parasol. She was a woman from the nineteenth century.

“Imagine if there was...” I laughed. “...could you imagine if I met some woman like that and I fell in love with her?” I glanced at the television and my imagination started to create scenarios that warmed my spirit, providing me a brief reprieve from this despaired and distraught state I was trapped in. “None of these idiots who say I am too nice and worship these assholes who hit them and have five kids to four different women because they watched Beauty and the Beast, one too many times when they were little...” I shut my eyes and took a deep breath to quell the rage building within me. “No...”  I moved my head to the side. “...just a lovely lady like that...” I pointed at the television. “...arm in arm, as we go for a stroll on a sunny late afternoon...” A smile filled my face as I sat back down “...the thought of it seems incredible...” I placed my feet back up on the coffee table. “...Praise God, it would be a miracle; it would be a dream come true...” 

“Well, I hope you do, it might just sort you out...” He put his coat on. “Anyways, I’m going to shoot off, mate.” 

“Alright then.” I feigned a brief smile. “Thanks for coming...”

He made his way to the steps and he turned back to look at me. “I know you’re lonely but that Rachel was never the answer, mate.” He glanced at the television and the Victorian woman was on the screen standing by a bandstand, a smile broke from his face. “You’ll be a different man the moment that you meet someone extraordinary and you won’t even realise it.” His smile grew wider. “It’ll be a day you’ll never want to forget.” He chuckled. “...you might just write about it...” He made his way toward the steps. I watched him go and heard each of his steps down the stairs until the door creaked open and closed behind him. It was then I started to think about it all again. Everyone had careers, lovers, kids, as if they were a part of something grand and larger than them. And there I was, unable to make it out of the house on some days, melancholic and severely depressed. All I could do is drink and step out for a smoke, if I had the energy. Some days I was too lethargic to clean the dishes or mop the floors. This is not who I was but it is who I have become. I needed to find a way out, I needed to escape this reality.

I always wanted to be a writer but I couldn’t even get on stage to share my work. It wasn’t the fear of public speaking; I could do that in my sleep. It was being around people drunk and loud with false bravado. I wanted to fight them because I was sick of them and their lack of values. Out getting wrecked on booze and drugs when they had kids to tend to. People like Rachel who showed no affection to their partners and mutts who didn’t even understand the concept of walking a woman to the door. But then again women like Rachel and many others didn’t like it when I did so. I was an outcast and despite the grand acclamations that people offered to try to re-assure me, I could see through them. I could see the lies. Because despite the words, their actions contradicted them. I wanted to write a novel, but in the fog, I struggled to even form sentences on paper. I needed inspiration, I needed a spark, something to pull me from this crag of mire and sorrow. I prayed to The Lord, begging him to please show me the way out.

I collapsed onto the couch, clutching my head as I wept out loud but no one was there. I was alone in the dark and cold flat, feeling trapped. Country Club by Scott Joplin was playing in the background on the television. My heart started to beat out of my chest, my pulse throbbing like pendulum. I launched the bottle against the wall and it put a hole through the plaster. Upon the impact of the shattered bottle, I flipped the coffee table and went into my bedroom, slamming the door behind me. I had fallen dizzy and fell on top of the duvet with one of my legs dangling off the bed; I was done with this world. 

Staring at all the pictures of the women from the nineteenth century, having a day by the beach or the older paintings of women in the National Trust houses: that’s what I wanted; to be a gentleman and take care of a family. 

I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life as a miserable hermit that never fit anywhere; who was maligned and left to rot in a small, cramped, and chilly flat. All that feel-good stuff you read on the pamphlets, I felt as if it were utterly useless as it didn’t apply to me! I must have been exempt and thus I had to do something!

There was a rather large and sharp cutting knife stored in the clutter in the kitchenette but I wasn’t sure if it would get the job done. I could stab as much as I’d like but it’d take hours to bleed out, if it even worked. To be impulsive would have done more harm than good, I had to plan this so this was done right. I had to figure out a way how I could set myself free and be at peace. How could I even be thinking this way? Surely, a normal person would be terrified at the notion and yet I was in careful deliberation on the matter. Guilt washed over me; how could I even think of such a thing? The remorse followed as a thousand thoughts continued through my head; I didn’t really want to make such a destructive decision, I felt fearful that I didn’t or wouldn’t have a choice. I prayed to The Lord and asked He would forgive me and that He would help me. Please stop the agony and help me sort through all of this; please stop the thoughts, so I can breathe.

The noradrenaline had started to take effect and the dose was voluminous to counter the rage that had been surging within me. With my last ounce of energy, I reached to put on the alarm clock radio, classical music was playing. It was Beethoven’s Romance in F Major. I was starting to drift away, my face pressing into the pillow as I started to settle. Finally, I curled up in a ball, turned over, and fell asleep.
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There was a knock at the door, my eyes flung open. A tightness filled my chest, pressing my body to my bed as I glanced at the window; raindrops pattered against it. I didn’t want to get up, all I wanted to do was sleep, perhaps I could escape the palpitations; the sense of impending doom. She Don’t Care About Time was playing on the clock radio, my fingers trembled as I reached tap off the clock radio.  

Another knock, it had an elegant and rhythmic cadence. Nevertheless, all I could do is think about the menacing thoughts that started to stir in my head. I closed my eyes again with a hope I could flush them away. If there was no third knock, maybe I could make a run for it and escape from my flat and thoughts. 

******
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I JOGGED INTO THE RAIN and a steam of mist sprayed against my face with every stride I took. I sprinted onto the wet cobblestone street that extended to the block of flats where my friend Scott resided. Water trickled toward the sewers, splashing against the steps at the entrance to the block of flats. My fingers slammed against the buzzer panel. My eyes streamed left then right, no buzz, or answer on the intercom. I pressed the button again...still no answer.

I couldn’t stand there and wait around. A sense of doom stalked me and I was trying to get away from it. My eyes prowled for a refuge. They halted at the sight of the footbridge that extended over a canal which led into grassy pastures. I threw on some headphones, Debussy’s Arabesque No. 1 started to play, music fitting for the occasion. Then, I took the first step and did not stop. Hours had passed; I continued along the tributary and had no plans of letting up until it led me somewhere, I felt like I could breathe again. Until, I could find a place of relief. 

I passed smokestacks, meadows, towns, and tunnels in a random assortment. The further I got from where I had started, the more I felt a combination of solace and uneasiness. It was an odd counterbalance that sent my mind into backflips. I couldn’t be at home, I couldn’t be alone, and I couldn’t be with myself. Echoes of my thoughts haunted me at every turn. “You were never good enough, you are nothing, you will always be alone, and you are going to die a horrible death.” These words meandered through my mind since I was young, when I learned about what could happen to me when I got older as a result of my diabetes. There are still other experiences that I struggle to still even think about let alone convey in any form of composition. All sprinted by as if they were a series of short movies; episodes in a chronicle; links in a chain fence that locked me in a cage.

As I passed Romiley, the skies cleared to an azure blue, and the sun bathed the footpath in warmth. The sound of drizzling rain against the foliage-filled trees was replaced by the chirps of the birds. The nasty thoughts in my head were subdued by the whistling of the River Goyt which meandered down the ridge. The mills, woodlands, and farms all went by in a blur until I came to a 200-year old aqueduct that provided a picturesque view of the hills, woods, and river below. I stopped for a moment to take in the kaleidoscopic view of red, orange, yellow, and brown scattered across the tree line. 

I spat into the air and counted ten seconds before it landed in the river below. If someone were to jump to off, it would have been long enough for them to reflect on their decision. I read that often unless it is instantaneous, that falling from a height fills the actor with regret. The actors know they are plummeting to likely their death and regret jumping. I reflected and thought that would likely be the case with me, just like if I had stabbed myself to death in the bedroom, last night. I would know and have to come to grips with the fact that I did this to myself in the heat of the moment because I just wanted to pain to stop. 

Nevertheless, tightness crushed my chest, my knees felt ready to buckle; I about-faced and took in a view of a farmhouse nestled between the arches of the adjacent rail viaduct. That must be lovely place to live, I thought. I envisioned it being like paradise if I were there with a woman that I was madly in love with and a baby girl that would be a resemblance of her mother. The thought brought a smile to my face as it seemed so foreign to me. My mind convinced me it was never going to happen and that I didn’t deserve it. It all seemed like a dream to me, maybe something that could only occur in an alternate reality. In that moment, the temptation to jump off the aqueduct overwhelmed my mind; perhaps then I could find out if the theory held true. Just do it. The words repeated like a beating drum.

However, something compelled me to keep walking. I followed the compulsion, unsure of where it would take me, perhaps to a parallel reality where I didn’t feel woozy, lethargic, panicky, and crippled by melancholy. 

Just outside the town of Marple, I came to an empty bench that sat across from a rolling grassy clearing. Though it was a quiet stretch in the middle of nowhere, it loudly called my name. I took a seat and looked at the brick bridge that stretched over the canal and the stone cottage that stood behind it. Scott Joplin’s Maple Leaf Rag was playing in my headphones and it fit the scene, as it felt as if I had gone back 100 years (in a good way). Nevertheless, I removed my headphones, and threw a Marlboro into my mouth. I lit the cigarette with a hope that it would help me overcome a nervousness that felt like it could pummel the greatest of warriors into submission. Feelings of hopelessness, helplessness, and peril had once again begun to stir. I had walked so far and had no idea how I was even getting back, not that I cared though. My eyes fled from the rolling lime green hill in front of me toward the water, searching for serenity in between the wind-blown ripples.

Geese glided across the top of the water in no particular formation, circumnavigating the autumn-coloured leaves that fell into the canal. The dark clouds, the chilling wind, and the intermittent rain that pursued me most of the day seemed to be a distant memory, even if my mind did not match the sunny conditions. My head throbbed as a vertigo filled me; I started to feel faint.

I plucked some pages of The Lady of The Shroud from my coat pocket and re-read the pages where Rupert declared his love for Teuta and his willingness to do anything to be with her. It made me think of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall and how I respected Gilbert Markham and his passion for Helen Graham. I longed to be in a similar situation. If only...

Steps clattered against the cobblestone path. I looked up toward the brick bridge that went over the canal and emerging from the shadows was a woman.

The pages fell out of my hand as I made eye contact with her; Her hair was long and flowing, dipped in a beautiful copper-red auburn shade. It fell down her back and toward her chest with the same elegance and grace that matched her steps. Her bright round eyes were a piercing blue that sparkled with life and hope. She had a fair, soft, delicate, gentle, flawless, and doll-like complexion. Her heart-shaped face was accented by defined dimples and cheeks sprinkled in a rosy colour. A cute Roman nose complemented a dignified yet warm smile whose charm and sweetness could not be concealed from behind her plump ruby cupid’s bow lips. Her face looked like it would belong in a painting from the nineteenth century. Without a doubt, I had seen her in my dreams before. Her gaze itself, saw right through me; she was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.

She moved graceful and elegantly, Schubert’s Klaivestruck No.2 D 946 played loudly in my head to score each step she took. The woman had a bell-shaped waist and a shapely hour-glass figure; perceptible underneath her white long-sleeve buttoned-up blouse and long navy skirt. She draped a violet wool coat over her arm which matched the bow that descended from around her neck. At that very moment, sunlight seemed to bounce off the exposed areas of her porcelain skin as if the sun were made to revolve around her, not the Earth. From head to toe, her beauty was matchless. The vintage and conservative aesthetic to what she wore only enhanced it.

Despite her overpowering magnificence, the woman had a calming and comforting presence about her, as if I was home wherever she stood. It was only minutes ago I was contemplating falling off the aqueduct and I was grateful I kept walking in this direction. Imagine if I hadn’t... 

“Lord, how does she even exist?” I exhaled the smoke in the opposite direction hoping it would dissipate before she walked past. Let her go past? I would regret that forever, I had to speak with her. I felt that I had been waiting my entire life to meet her, as if my soul could exclaim it from the top of the hill, across the canal. Normally, I can be very shy and timid but, in this situation, I knew I had to be bold and dig deep. She aroused all of the passion and ferocity, long buried within me, something I thought no longer lived within me.

A wind blew as she neared and those pages from the Bram Stoker novel flew into the canal. I asked myself should I ask her for directions and pretend to be lost (technically I was)? Maybe I should try the straightforward approach. Yeah! That always works.

The woman looked at me again and her glance had an uncanny ability to take my breath and make my heart feel like it was going to run out of my chest. Though I had never met her nor had I ever seen her before, I felt like I knew her forever. I had fallen head over heels for her and didn’t even know her name. I had not said one word to her but I saw myself marrying this woman; truly it was love at first sight...

I hadn’t even noticed that the cigarette started to burn between my fingers until I thought about taking a drag from being so overwhelmed by her presence. However, I had to stand tall, this was the moment.

I did a cross to The Lord and rose from the bench, dropping the cigarette on the ground before stepping on it. I couldn’t back down, there was too much at stake here. I had felt a loser most of my life but on that day, I knew I was going to win or die trying, if there was ever a time to succeed, this had to be it. 

“Excuse me, ma’am.”

“Good afternoon.” She stopped. “How do you do, sir?”

“Sir?” I raised my eyebrows. “Wow, your cordiality is humbling, Madame...”

She nodded her head slightly with a warm smile.

“I am okay, thank you for asking, and you?”

“Just off for a ramble.” She flicked her eyebrows.

“Anyways, I am sorry to bother you but...”

She smiled. “I am not mithered, love.” 

I took a deep breath. “I don’t normally do this kind of thing. But I saw you walking along here and I just wanted to say hello to you...” 

She raised her eyebrows. “That is incredibly sweet of you.” Her friendliness came through her smile. “Well, hello then...” 

“I also wanted to tell you that you are honestly the most beautiful woman I have ever seen walking on The Good Lord’s Earth...” I winced at the thought that the delivery was rushed and atrocious. Assuredly, she’d think I am some goon trying it on with her. 

We locked eyes for a moment and I hoped she could read my mind and know I was speaking straight from the heart. I was already in the stage of planning to counter any contempt; in the event she was affronted. I was going to wait ten more seconds and if she said nothing, I would explain myself. As I formed my alibi, a white handkerchief fell from her hands.
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