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Part One: Project Friday

1. THURSDAY


Ernest Wright checked his watch for the third time in as many minutes. It was now a quarter past seven. Uncle Wright hadn’t kept to his routine, and that never happened. Every Thursday, they had dinner together at six thirty on the dot. The fish and chips, still wrapped in a paper parcel, would now be lukewarm and soggy. Ernest liked to cook the meal fresh, with homemade batter and oven-roasted chips, but his shifts at the supermarket ended later now the store was open 24/7. It was a pity. Up to this point, he and Thursday had a comfortable truce. It was his fourth favourite day of the week behind Friday, Saturday and Sunday. It was also the in-between day, when anything could happen.

Ernest analysed the facts. First, Uncle Wright was never late. He was arguably the most punctual person on the planet. Punctuality was a point of pride for Uncle Wright, a demonstration of respect, good manners and strong character.

Second, he wasn’t answering his phone. Taking point one into consideration, Ernest had waited until seven o’clock before calling, not wanting to complicate the situation more than necessary. Uncle Wright’s digestion had been bothersome in recent years. Eating cold fish and chips on top of Ernest reminding him he was late would give him stomach cramps.

Third, and the most important fact of the three, there was a policeman outside Ernest’s front door. The policeman had removed his cap, tucked it under his arm and waited patiently, although he had a curious expression on his face. Policemen often looked constipated. Ernest understood why. The idea of having to confront someone blocked up his insides, but this time, the policeman didn’t look constipated. He kept his eyes downcast, like he had forgotten an important task and struggled to remember it. Feeling sorry for the policeman, Ernest opened the door. After all, the policeman had already knocked three times and wanted someone to respond.

He swung the door wide open. “Hello, Officer. Am I under arrest?”

The policeman stepped backward as if Ernest had caught him off guard. He gathered himself, straightening his jacket and fingering his cap. “Ah… Ernest Wright?” Ernest nodded. “Good evening, Mr Wright. Can I come in?”

Ernest stood aside to allow the policeman entry. They sat at the kitchen table, where he had set out two spotless white plates for dinner. Having a stranger in the house made Ernest acutely aware of the poor condition of his flat. The salmon Formica bench in the kitchen had seen better days, the basins had stains that no amount of bleach could shift, and the carpet was threadbare in patches. It occurred to him that the policeman was likely the first person, other than Uncle Wright and his landlord, whom he had admitted inside. He asked the policeman if he wanted some fish and chips. The policeman politely refused. Clutching his cap to his chest, the policeman began the rehearsed speech they use when required to deliver bad news.


2. MONDAY


Few people attended the modest ceremony. Most came as a courtesy to the family. Ernest sat at the front of the chapel counting the colours in the huge stained-glass window behind the chancel. He only half listened to the celebrant’s account of his uncle’s life. She couldn’t illuminate anything he didn’t already know.

The window, on the other hand, did evoke memories of his uncle. The autumnal forest scene, made from so many different-shaped pieces of glass, took up the entire wall. When the sun broke through the clouds outside, it bathed the chancel in multicoloured light. It reminded Ernest of sunlight on choppy water, a vision stretching back to early childhood, during the ‘troubled times’, as he now catalogued that period of his life. It brought him comfort now, as it had the first time his uncle had taken him sailing.

Uncle Wright, whom Ernest would have called ‘Dad’ had he not known otherwise, had been his world. When he turned four, Uncle Wright was Ernest’s only remaining blood relative. He had distant memories of his parents, mostly shapes, shadows, smells, a murmur of a sentence now forgotten, some old photographs, but little else. Uncle Wright had cared for Ernest without question or quibble, raising him until he had completed his charge, when Ernest became an independent man.


Continuing her eulogy, the celebrant described Uncle Wright as a reserved man. How well had she known him? It was a polite description. His uncle had mastered the art of conversation as one-word sentences: Hello. Yes. No. School. Dinner. Salt. Pepper. Thanks. Bed. Other people mistook his brevity for bluntness, but Ernest found it one of Uncle Wright’s most endearing qualities. At all times he understood what his uncle meant when he spoke. The most he ever said to Ernest in one go was this: “When I’m rich, Ernest. We’ll head off on a fantastic adventure. The two of us. Leave this world behind.” The second longest sentence had been: “You’re a smart boy. Why are you pushing supermarket trolleys around for a living?”


At the time, Ernest answered with a shrug. Even now, the question still lingered with him. The best explanation he could offer was that his job was orderly and structured. Trolleys fitted together well as a group. When needed individually, they efficiently moved items from one place to another. Also, his job gave him minimal interaction with other people, whom he found disorderly and confusing, with the exception of his uncle.

His attention returned to the celebrant’s speech. She spoke about his uncle’s enthusiasm for invention and his aptitude for taking an unconventional approach to solving problems. Ernest pushed his fingers in his ears. The topic made him uncomfortable. It wasn’t one that Uncle Wright would want to discuss in life, let alone celebrate at death.

Uncle Wright had believed his inventions would make him rich. They did the opposite. He had died bankrupt after investing his life savings into developing a solar-powered rice cooker, which he believed would be useful for people living without electricity or for emergency situations with extended power outages. It worked perfectly, converting sunlight to electricity over a period of eight hours, charging the battery with enough power for one cook, provided it was a fine, cloudless day. When he took it to a major appliance manufacturer, the marketer’s response was, “What’s wrong with fire and a pot?”

The casual dismissal of his work had an insidious effect on Uncle Wright. He gave up inventing and became increasingly withdrawn. The only time he reminded Ernest of his former self was when they went sailing. Even then, they said little as they enjoyed the serenity and silence.

Ernest eased his fingers from his ears, as the pressure was making them hurt. As if she were aware he was listening again, the celebrant extended her sympathy to the family.


The family. Ernest counted its members, remembering to include himself in the tally. One. By definition, a family required two or more members. So what did that make him now? The answer had been creeping up on him from the moment the policeman had delivered the bad news. He was alone.


When the service concluded, people offered Ernest their condolences. He thanked them for coming, not knowing what else to say. Apologies wouldn’t bring Uncle Wright back to life. Ernest didn’t understand why people felt the need to apologise for a death anyway. It wasn’t their fault. The whole experience confirmed an idea he had been thinking about for some time: people behaved oddly and made remarks that didn’t make sense.

Finally, the celebrant offered Ernest the brass urn containing his uncle’s ashes. Her hands were thin and lined, as if prematurely aged. He took the urn, careful to avoid making physical contact with her. It weighed little, considering it contained a whole human being. Here was Uncle Wright, minus the water, reduced to his basic elements over several hours at temperatures approaching one thousand degrees Celsius. Ernest shook it near his ear. There was still space to spare.

The funeral director asked him if he was all right and reached out to touch his arm.

“No, I’m not.”

He retreated a step. What did she want him to say? At the age of twenty-six, he had been set adrift in the world. Uncle Wright, his anchor, had gone on an adventure beyond Ernest’s understanding.

She launched into an apology, like the other people at the funeral. He should have told her what she wanted to hear, thanking her for the service and her kind words, but he didn’t want solace. He wanted fresh air, for the tightness in his chest to subside and to be away from people who asked questions with obvious answers.

Cradling the urn under one arm, he made his way from the chapel into the bright sunlight. He immediately broke into a sweat from the heat radiating from the asphalt car park. Loosening his collar brought him no comfort. He pulled his wallet from his pocket and fumbled with it one-handed to retrieve his parking ticket. Placing the ticket between his teeth, he returned his wallet to its proper place, reached across himself to the opposite one and dug about for loose change. The coins seemed determined to remain with the lint. It occurred to him as he made his way to the blue metal parking machine that he was walking with a limp as he foraged around to retrieve them. Balance was essential to life, and right now, he had none.


Placing his uncle atop the geometric parking warden, he drew a slow breath and fished the money from his pocket with his other hand. Raising his eyes to the blue box, which had slots and instructions for every imaginable form of payment, he read the message spelled out in black letters on the green LCD screen: Change is possible.


Ernest stared at the words. It was a message, an important one. He was sure of it. People said The Universe worked in mysterious ways, but he didn’t understand what that meant until this moment. In his time of need, The Universe had spoken, but what did the message mean?
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