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CHAPTER ONE
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Dawn skies rumbled over rain drenched streets. At any other time of year this would prove a refreshing respite to the city’s constant humidity, yet the late autumnal downfall gave no relief to commuters already gloomy Monday morning.

Sam sidestepped onto the street as umbrellas fought for place within the stream of human traffic and scolded herself for forgetting her own. With a continued dance from street to pavement, she battled through the 8am rush, no longer finding it strange to be amongst those about to begin their working day when hers had finished a mere twenty minutes ago.

It had been two weeks since Sam had started solely working nightshifts. Now her topsy-turvy life seemed normal as could be as she pulled the collars of her winter coat up and raised her head. Spying her destination she smiled and increased her stride, marching on oblivious to all those around her, intent on reaching her goal.

Yes, thought Sam, I am a creature of habit, but this oasis that now stood across the street ahead was what kept her sane. Well, she smiled, that and her bathtub. Sam strode on through her last steps of chilling rain, projecting herself into the comfort of her bathroom. In her mind, she lay deep within steep white porcelain walls, enveloped in a soup of hot water and the various sweet smelling concoctions she would pour around her. Her thoughts remained in that place, safe, warm and surrounded by candles until she reached her objective and placed a hand onto the café’s door handle. With a cold wet palm, she gave a sharp twist and smiled before stepping into the warmth that would greet her most mornings.

Closing the door behind her, Sam shook her shoulder length hair and ran her fingers through its wet strands before taking off her coat and looking around her. She smiled again on seeing her favourite table was free and walked over to its welcoming red leather bench, where she tucked herself in at its far end next to the window. 

Relieved that her working week was over, Sam looked out onto the cold wet morning rush outside and began to warm up. However, that relief was soon marred by the worry of how she was going to spend her next two days off alone. 

“Hello sweetheart,” a familiar voice interrupted her thoughts. Sam glanced up to the waitress’s welcoming smile and smiled back, her sight fixed on the steaming mug of hot coffee before her.

“I can see you’re ready for this,” the waitress beamed. Sam nodded and the waitress’s warm expression faltered. She leant closer to Sam.

“Everything ok?” she asked, her middle-aged doughy features showing genuine concern.

“Yes, everything’s fine,” Sam replied reaching for her coffee. “It’s just been a long night,” she added. Not to be fooled, the waitress held her concerned stare. 

“Well if there’s anything you need, you know where I am,” she said with another smile and then walked away.

Damn, Sam frowned. I thought I was doing so well. It can’t show that that much? Can It? She leant back, the mug warming her hands as she stared out of the window. Sam knew that there would be no fooling the waitress, nothing passed her by. Working here for so many years she had probably seen it all, Sam considered taking her first sip of coffee. Leaving the rainy scene beside her she looked around the café.

All the usual suspects were present. Sam watched workmen snaffling down hearty breakfasts before a day of heavy labour, and turned her attention to the sharp dressed business man pouring over notes and charts retrieved from the slick brief case beside him. Sam often saw him here, always sat at the same table. She assumed him as being a working class boy who had moved up the cooperate ladder and had never forgotten his roots. Like her, he felt at home in this warm greasy spoon café with its plastic ketchup bottles, Formica tables and dusty pine panelled walls. Sam smiled over to the elderly couple at the far end of the café. Dressed up to the nines, neat and tidy, she recalled her grandmother’s words, no place to go but still making that special effort for the world.

Sam had been coming to the café for years. It was her secret place, a place where she could feel at home yet still remain anonymous. Somewhere she felt she belonged, where no one knew her name and she knew of no others. The waitress and her motherly ways always made her feel wanted, and Sam was aware that her greetings always carried with it the respect of not prying. Yes, Sam loved it here, a place she could just be with no one else bothering her.

Sam glanced back to the elderly couple. The old woman reached out and straightened her husband’s tie. He in turn smiled to her as they completed each other’s needs like clockwork from years of understanding and being together. Something smarted inside Sam at the sight of their unconditional tenderness and she returned her gaze to the streets outside.

It had only been three weeks; well nineteen days to be exact, and that time had dragged into what seemed like an eternity. The waitress had spotted it, and if she had, Sam wondered, how many others saw the pain she now experienced? 

Sam took another sip from her coffee and once again considered how she was going to fill her days ahead. She had took comfort in the advice of friends at how this was an excellent opportunity for her to find out who she was, time alone to become comfortable with herself. Tears welled within her as she recalled the soft embrace that had accompanied those kind words. However, Sam knew herself already. She didn’t need time to be at one with herself, all she wanted was to be with him. 

“Keep it together,” Sam whispered. “Keep it together.” With a deep breath she turned away from her fellow customers and watched the raindrops trickling down the window beside her.

Caffeine coursed through her veins and invaded her consciousness. She could do this; she could get through this heartache. The worst kind of ache her grandmother’s words spoke to her once more. Sam knew the rules, the passage of loss. “Been through it all before, too many times,” Sam winced out into the autumn rains. 

She remembered the stages needed to rid her of this sorrow, each one marked by the passage of time. If only I could jump forward Sam wished, miss a few steps out. She shook her head knowing it did not work that way. She had already been through the opening stages, the first initial shock that it was over, followed by the cold realisation of the situation. Now it was that empty stage of missing them. Sam cringed to the wait for the next phase to come. She longed for those moments of anger to arrive, to be able to shed this skin of victim hood when clarity came into the equation. This she knew would be swiftly followed by the forgiveness that would lead her onto the last stage, that last lap when compassion would reign. “Then my friend,” she whispered. “Then you will be free.”

Sam recalled a television program on Asian love philosophies that she had watched in the early hours one morning. One statement always sprung to mind. Holding back the want of sleep, she had become engaged in its thoughts and beliefs, lying vertical along her couch as the presenter spoke of loves energies. Sam remembered listening transfixed to how when couples make love, the female retains part of the male’s energy for seven years, whereas the male retains the females for only three. Just like the man to get the lighter sentence, Sam had thought then, although not as much as she did now.

“Refill?” The waitress returned. Sam nodded back and smiled. She received a wink and a respective nod in return, and then left to her second mug of coffee.

Sam was proud of how she had conducted herself at work. God knows it had not been easy. The fact that he was there, that was what made everything so damned hard. For two years they had been together and Sam had thought, this is it, this is the one. How wrong could she have been? A wonderful courtship, the envy of all those around, the flirtation of seeing each other day in day out Sam remembered, and treated herself to a smile at the memory of how she could not wait for those doctors rounds to commence. That was when she would see him, be there beside him close enough to touch, too enthralled to compute the valuable diagnosis he uttered for her to write down.

It had not been Sam’s intention to meet a doctor. She had been happy and content with her career as a nurse and at the age of twenty-eight was making headway to becoming sister. It had all just happened. A smile followed by chatting and laughter then there they were, an item, happy and in love with dreams and hopes of a future together, or so she had believed.

“You’ve got yourself a good one there,” the others would tell her on the ward. “Good for you.” Yet here she was two years later listening to those same voices, although now they were asking, “how could he?” Sam could still not understand how or why he had done such a thing, maybe she never would. Sam shook her head, reached for her mug and leant back in her seat. You’re just tired, she told herself, time for home. 

It had been a long night on the casualty ward, not the sedate Sunday night you would have expected, not now with the city’s new drinking hours. The compassion and caring she held naturally within her tested Sam throughout her shift, leaving her wondering why she should patch up these drunks and their wails of pain week in week out.

Gazing out onto the streets beside her, Sam saw the rains had decreased to a drizzle over the few remaining commuter’s final dash to work. She was ready for home and looked down into her half full mug of coffee. Home, sleep, bath, Sam planned, and then tomorrow? Her thinking swam back round to him and she closed her eyes in hope of hiding from her retuning heartache.

The front door of the café clicked open and then closed with a bang. Sam’s eyelids sprung open to view its assailant. She grinned as the man who had just entered raised his hands to his chest and gave a boyish grimace, first to the waitress and then to the remaining café’s customers. His gaze stopped at Sam. She suppressed a smile towards him and his comical charm, and looked out of the window. Waiting a few moments, Sam looked back and watched as he won the waitress over who blushed and showed him to a table. That’s a first Sam thought, watching the middle aged woman giggle like a teenager as her new customer whispered something to her.

The waitress wiggled her way across the café. Sam watched her disappear into the kitchen before turning her attention to the man now sat opposite a few tables away. Taking off his heavy waxed raincoat, he ran his fingers through a mop of medium length dark hair and looked over to her. A smile greeted Sam. She returned his welcome and then looked away as she too began to flush, for the smile she had received was not one of the bravado and show she had expected from this player, but one of shyness. Sam realised that he had portrayed to her a genuine coyness that at one time would have made her melt.

Sam stared down into her lap. It was seldom that she felt so unbalanced by such a casual encounter and she frowned to how such a simple smile could make her feel this way. Was it the coffee, her never ending hours at the hospital, or could it be the excruciating heartache and humility she felt from the end of her relationship? Sam reached for her mug. “No, no more men,” she whispered to herself, “I’m off them.”

The waitress reappeared, waltzed over to the man’s table and poured him a drink from the steaming coffee pot in her hand. Sam watched as he thanked her and took a good-sized gulp. Sam stifled a giggle as the waitress hovered over him for a moment. The man looked back up to the coffee pot and then to its holder, the corners of his lips raising as the waitress flushed red once more and then scurried away. 

Sam smiled to the little scenario played out before her. She realised that she felt better than she had for weeks. Did this mean she was beginning to get over this? Graduating to the next stage of her sorrow? Sam continued to watch the man as he reached into the large shoulder bag beside him. 

Sam loved to people watch, she always had, and she knew how good she was at it. Making up stories of who they were, where they were from and what they did. It seemed so long since she had done this though, a part of her she had forgotten about, or more so a part of her she had not even realised she had missed. 

Through the corner of her eye, she studied the man and the large envelope now placed on the table before him. Moving his coffee mug aside, he pulled out a set of photographs and neatly arranged them in line next to each other. Sam craned her neck, curious at what the black and white prints revealed. She remembered her people watching skills and stopped in fear of being noticed. Instead, she turned her attention to him and the keen dark brown eyes that now studied the prints, her gaze falling to his hand stroking the three-day stubble that framed his chin.

“Another one?’ The waitress gave Sam a start. So engrossed by the man she had not seen her appear

“Another coffee?” The waitress asked again peeking over to her new customer. Sam sensed some animosity from the waitress.

She realised its cause straight away. A handsome stranger, an older woman vying for his charms, and the competition of the younger woman, yes Sam thought, she knew only too well what that felt like.

Sam wanted to go home, to rest. She knew that sleep would be hard to come by if she filled her body with any more caffeine, yet there was something about this man and his photographs that intrigued her, something so familiar about him and his ways, which brought a vulnerability to her whole being. The waitress raised her eyebrows and coffee pot to Sam.

No, I am going to go home, sleep and rest, that’s what I need, Sam told herself. Glancing back to the stranger still examining his photographs, Sam paused and then looked up to the waitress.

“Go on then,” she smiled, offering up her mug. “I’m sure one more wouldn’t do any harm.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Sam nestled into her seat, her third mug off coffee clenched between both hands. She continued to watch the man ahead as he studied the photographs laid out before him, oblivious to her presence. This suited Sam fine. Not only could she watch him from afar without being noticed, it also meant that there would be no opening whatsoever for them to strike up a conversation. That would be all she needed right now, yet somewhere deep within Sam, lay disappointment for his lack of attention towards her.

Guessing him to be in his early thirties, Sam wondered how someone so youthful could look so worn by the years. With his open necked shirt and jeans, his clothes looked fashionable enough even if they were a bit worn around the edges, and Sam decided that this stranger liked to dress smart but also needed his attire to be practical.

Giving herself a mental pat on the back for her people watching expertise, she moved on to what his line work might be. Let me see, she thought, where are the clues? Needing to be practical, to be able to depart at any given moment. Her eyes fell to the photographs and she gasped. A spy. No, come on Sam you’re getting a bit carried away there girl, how could he be a spy? Here in my secret coffee place? Sam smiled and looked out onto the street. She realised again how much fun she was having, enjoying her time alone; a first in a long while. Her beloved doctor came back to haunt her thoughts, pushing through Sam’s quiet game and coming to the fore.

“Leave me be,” Sam whispered into the glass beside her. She watched the condensation of her breath melt away and then turned back to her quarry. Sam’s heart sank. During her moment of distraction, the man had packed away his photographs back into the envelope and was now placing them back into his bag. Sam’s joy faded as he downed his coffee and reached for his jacket, calling the waitress to him as he did so. 

Don’t go, not yet, Sam thought. As her words rushed through her, the stranger’s eyes caught hers. For a moment, Sam wondered if she had spoken aloud, and although she knew she had not, he seemed to have heard her plea for him to stay. Holding her in his stare, Sam swore she saw him nod before placing his jacket back down beside him. He smiled up to the waitress. 

“One more please,” he handed her his mug. The waitress giggled as she poured his refill and her eyes darted over to Sam, a flame of triumph sparkling within them.

Yeah right, as if I’m interested Sam gave an inward sigh. The man noticed the looks between both women and played down the situation as best he could. Thanking the waitress once again, he ignored her victorious looks to Sam, and then reached into his bag once more.

That voice, where was it from? Sam could not discern the man’s dialect. She was usually quite good with accents, with most of her colleague’s doctors from foreign climbs. It seemed to be a mixture of Italian and... No French with an American lilt. Sam fought for an answer and looked back over to him. Could he be Spanish, I mean with his dark colouring and brooding looks... Stop it Sam, she scolded herself. No brooding looks, no Mediterranean lothario’s for you, no way José just me, single again. Unless that was Sam’s mind wandered, her ex should miraculously pick up the phone and ask her back, tell her how much he missed her, that he couldn’t go on without her.

Sam sighed once again, knowing he would not call. That was what hurt her most, not what he had done. They had been inseparable for so long and she missed her best friend. She had spent too many hours watching her phone, waiting and waiting for him to call or text, falling asleep too many times willing to see his name flash across the screen of her phone, its own tune chosen just for him to alert her that he was calling. Sam’s stomach churned, a sign she knew that it was time for her to leave. She glanced at her watch. Why didn’t I go home? At least I could sleep then, that’s when it all goes away.  

Sam looked back at the stranger, sad that her game of guess who had finished. He smiled over to her for a brief second and then looked down to what he had retrieved from his bag. Sam’s eyes followed his. They widened at what she saw.  

There on the table in front of him lay a large leather bound journal. A wide strap held its contents closed, tying both front and back covers together with a round edged brass buckle. Eyeing the intricate stitching that bordered its rich tan leather, Sam recognized the quality of its material from the numerous bags and shoes she, and most of her female friends, had such a penchant for. With scuffed and worn covers, its metal buckle shone from years of use, giving the journal a strange tactile quality which overwhelmed Sam with the desire to touch it.  

The man unfastened the journal’s clasp, his fingers releasing the intricate buckle with ease, as if familiar with the device for years. Lifting over its front cover, he paused at the first of its many pages. The man smiled to himself as he read the journals opening words. He gave Sam a brief glance and then flicked through its many pages until arriving at its final sheet. Delving back into his bag, the man took out a pen, leant over the journal, and then began to write.

Sam sat transfixed by the intense manner in which the man wrote before her, his eyes not leaving the stream of black ink that trailed behind his fingertips. Her gaze not leaving him, Sam drained the remains of her coffee and willed herself not to order another. You have to go home young lady, she thought, what’s wrong with you? You don’t even know this guy. Yet, something inside her yearned to stay, to watch this stranger, mesmerized by the power he held transforming his thoughts onto paper.

No sooner as he had started, the man stopped writing. He read through his words and then closed the journal, fastening its buckle with as much ease as he had opened it five minutes earlier. Putting away his pen and placing the journal onto the seat next to him, the man called the waitress over. She was there beside him in seconds, having too watched him write, as mesmerized as Sam had been.

“Order another coffee,” Sam whispered. “Or food, or anything. I’ll even pay the bill.”

Disappointment played across the waitress’s face and Sam knew the game was up, that he was leaving. The stranger smiled and placed his money on the table. He grinned whilst putting on his jacket in catching sight of the waitress’s eyebrows, which rose to her hairline at the generous tip he had left on the table for her.

Tossing his bag over his shoulder, he turned and thanked the waitress once more. She giggled again, her order pad held tight to her chest. Sam gave a wry smile to the waitress’s childlike demure, and then waited for the man to acknowledge her on his way out of the café. With his back to Sam, he walked the few steps to the café door and turned round. This is it, Sam thought, here we go. Sam waited for his smile, his recognition of her. The man’s eyes fell to the waitress, with a boyish grin he nodded to her once and then left the cafe.

“What the...” Sam muttered, and watched the man through the café door window as he pulled the collars of his raincoat up. Defeated, she sighed and looked over to the waitress. Their eyes met across the café tables. Sam smiled and the waitress walked over to her, noticing her disappointment.

“Ready for home?” The waitress asked. Sam nodded back up to her and tried to sense if there was still any animosity between them. She found none. No smug feelings of conquest flowed from her, nothing. Sam looked up to the waitress and reach into her purse.

“Yes,” she replied. “I’m defiantly ready for home.” The waitress ignored her words, her eyes still fixed on the stranger who had entered her world this morning. Sam coughed.

“Oh, sorry love,” the waitress collected herself. “Bit distracted today.” Sam summoned a smile as the waitress began to giggle again, and handed over the money for her coffee and for the two extra refills she knew she should not have had.

“Thank you sweetheart,” the waitress smiled, her attention now on Sam. “Now you get home, you look so tired,” she added and walked over to the kitchen, her neck craning to catch a final glimpse of the man still stood outside the café’s door.

Sam stood up and she too glanced outside. With one arm though her coat, she froze as the man turned and looked straight at her. Stood behind her table, Sam stared back at him, not caring that she must look like some strange tree sculpture, with one hip out sideways, her elbow held high delved halfway into her coat. The man smiled to her once, looked to his right, and then walked away. Remaining still, Sam watched him leave and then felt fresh eyes upon her. She looked over to her observers. The elderly couple across the room held their bemused stares at the youth of today, both shaking their heads to Sam’s blushes.

Ignoring their looks, Sam buttoned up her coat, reached for her bag and then made her way across the café. Not helping herself, she glanced down to where the stranger had sat. Her heart began to race.

“Oh my God, he’s forgotten it,” she mumbled. With a tentative hand, Sam reached down to the seat where the man had sat and touched the journal. How could he forget it? She thought, her hand brushing across its front cover. Her fingertips lingered across its buckle and Sam began to redden, surprised by the feelings the book emitted to her.

“Are you still here young lady?” The waitress called from the kitchen door. Sam stared over, her bottom lip clenched between her teeth. Without thinking, she automatically picked up the journal and showed it the waitress.

“Look,” she said. The waitress gasped and raced towards Sam. She stopped and began to smile.

“Go on then,” her head nodded towards the door. “Go find him,” the waitress added with a wink. Sam beamed and looked down at the journal in her arms, the warmth of its cover penetrating her chest.

“Go on,” the waitress grinned. “You might miss him if you wait any longer.”

Sam nodded to her and dashed towards the door, where with a small tug on its handle, she flew out onto the street.

From the inner warmth of the café, the waitress watched Sam look to her right, then left and then right again before taking off in that direction. The waitress smiled. She reached over to the coffee pot and its new black liquid that steamed for attention. Her smile began to fade. Although she was happy for the nurse who always sat at the same table, the one with those pretty green eyes and that beautiful smile who had looked so sad for the last few weeks, the waitress felt a tinge of her own sadness flow over her. The mysterious stranger filled her thoughts, the one who had triggered the young girl within her on this cold, wet Monday morning. Deep down she knew that there was where her newfound melancholy lay. 

Yet she felt no envy for the young nurse and the adventure she was now having on her pursuit for the man, the same man who had sparked this rush of adolescence she now held. No, she knew that this was a young woman’s game, one she had played herself once, or maybe twice many years ago. The waitress sighed to lost memories. Now it was someone else’s turn she thought. She took the fresh coffee pot from its stand and caught a glimpse of herself in its convex chrome casing. “Yes,” she whispered into her reflection. “You are still eighteen my friend, it’s just the body that’s let you down girl.” With that she took a deep breath, held her head high and turned to her remaining customers of the café.

“Refill anyone?” She smiled out to them.

Sam reached the end of the street, her eyes wide in anticipation of seeing the man again. Looking around her, Sam played over in her head of how she would greet him. 

“Hello, you’ve forgotten this,” she imagined saying. No, be more forceful. “Hey you, remember me?” No, wrong again she shook her head. To hell with it, Sam giggled, just say. “Hey handsome, I’ve got something for you,” and wink, then get his phone number. 

Sam continued to giggle as she searched the streets in hope of catching sight of him. Her smiles vanished to the sound of screeching of brakes followed by a dull thud and the scream of a passer-by.

Sam swung in the direction of the accident and switched into nurse mode. Forgetting the man and the tiredness of working a twelve-hour shift, her training kicked in and she ran towards the crowd of people gathered around the edge of the street behind her.  

With the journal still tucked under her arm, Sam pushed through the crowd of onlookers, relieved to see that several of them were calling the emergency services on their phones. Between the mass of people, the feet of the hapless victim lying motionless before her.

“Don’t move him,” she called out to the driver of the offending vehicle as he reached down to the body that had just flown across his windscreen. 

“I’m a nurse,” she shouted at the driver, holding him in her stare until he backed off. The rest of the crowd stepped away to make room for her, their voyeuristic eyes waiting for some miracle to happen. Sam looked to them and then to the person at her feet. She froze for second time that day.

His waxed raincoat and mop of brown hair were unmistakable; all that was missing were those dark brown eyes, now lying hidden beneath heavy eyelids. Sam fell to her knees and leant over him. 

“Hey,” she whispered, reaching for his neck for some sign of life. Her fingertips brushed across his skin. They stopped as the man’s eyes opened and looked straight into hers.

“Hey,” Sam whispered again. “Don’t move, you’re going to be ok,” she reassured. “Help’s on its way,” Sam brushed a lock of hair from his face. The man smiled up to her and grimaced. His eyes then fell to his journal in her free hand.

“You, you found it,” he whispered up to her.

“Yes.” Sam glanced to the journal and then back to him. “Yes,” she nodded. “I found it.”

A siren pierced the air and an ambulance pulled to a sharp halt behind them. As its occupants darted through the parting crowd towards her, Sam stood up to greet them. She recognised both medics from her shifts in casualty.

“Don’t you ever stop working?” Joked one of them to her as they reached down to the man. Sam gave no reply, too tired to compose a witty retort. 

Sam briefed the medics on what little she knew of the accident as they lifted their patient onto a stretcher, rushing with them to the ambulance’s open doors. As they were about to lift their patient into the ambulance, one of the medics leant over the man. He turned to Sam.

“He’s asking for you,” he beckoned Sam closer.

Sam stepped forward and gazed down to the mysterious stranger who had kept her so captivated only minutes before in the café. She smiled down to him.

“You found it,” he said once more.

“Yes. Its right here,” Sam replied in a soft tone. The man smiled down to his leather journal and then back to Sam.

“Read it,” he whispered to her. “It’s for you.” His eyes closed. Sam stared back down at the stranger as he slipped into unconsciousness, her sight not leaving him as she moved aside as the medics lifted him into their vehicle. Slamming the doors behind them, Sam did not hear the medics say a rushed goodbye to her, or notice the return of screaming siren. She just stood there in her own world watching them speed away from her.  

Standing there alone in the early hours of the morning, the stranger’s parting words played over in her mind. As the ambulance disappeared from view, Sam looked down to the journal clenched tight to her chest, and felt rain drops spot the top of her head as the heavens opened once more.
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]




Sam woke. Eyes still closed, she raised her head off the pillow and stroked the back of her head. This had become her waking ritual, the outcome proving if she could get away with not washing her hair, and in return receive those extra precious five or ten minutes in bed. Sam smiled. Remembering that it was her day off, she turned on her side her knees tucked up to her chest, safe and warm beneath her heavy duvet. Then all her other remembrances came flooding back.

Lying in her foetal position, she longed to return to that dream like state between sleep and consciousness. That was when she had no memories, when she was whole, just being. Those first few waking moments were bliss to her, before the reality of her situation stormed back into her awareness.

“Leave me be,” she groaned, pulling her legs up tighter to her. Crunching her eyes shut, Sam tried to salvage some valuable sleep. Groaning once more, she knew the rest she craved would not come and reached for her alarm clock, swearing as it tumbled to the floor. Mustering herself from her bed, she leant over the side of the mattress to read the time. Her spirits lifted. 

“8pm. Not bad,” she congratulated herself.

It had been hard at first, working these late hours when all others slept. However, Sam had come to terms with sleeping in the day, and now as winter approached the darkening evenings had become a Godsend to her. The plan was to sleep until evening, wake, bathe, and eat, a bit of TV and then return to her slumber to wake early the next day. That was how she had learnt to cope with nightshift jet lag.

Wake up early? What for? Sam’s heartache returned. The duvet flew back over her head. Wrapped in its warm darkness, she tried to return to sleep.

“Ahhh,” muffled frustration rang through the bedroom as Sam jumped from her bed. Steadying herself with one hand on the wall, she pulled her pyjama bottoms up and straightened the short-cropped vest she often wore for bed. The one he always liked me to leave on Sam thought, and raised her hands to sleepy eyes. “Leave me be,” she repeated, this time with a little more venom as she waddled into the living room of her small apartment.

The cityscape beyond her window glowed tranquil in the distance. Sam had always loved this view of lights that flickered across the evening skyline. One of the benefits of living several stories up, and so it should be Sam considered, for the extortionate rent she paid to be close to work and in the heart of the city. Her thoughts returned to her ex, and the town house they had looked at buying together just three months earlier. “Stop it,” she told herself. It always seemed to hit her in her waking hours. That was when she missed him most. “Stop it,” she called out again as the television and a number of lamps came to life from the high stack of plugs behind the set. 

“Right, you need some coffee,” Sam turned to the kitchen. She stopped and stared down at her couch. There beside her bag and coat lay the tan leather journal. A new set of memories came to her as she stared at the book. Sam motioned to pick it up and then stopped, recalling the stranger in the coffee shop, her mad dash to find him, and then the accident. 

“Read it, it’s for you,” she whispered and a hesitant hand reached for the journal. Her fingertips brushed over its smooth metal buckle. Aching to unveil what words lay across its sheets, Sam stopped once more and then continued her journey to the kitchen. Coffee was the only thing she wanted revealed to her at this moment in time.

Waiting for the kettle to boil, Sam began to wash the remaining plates left over the previous few days. She glanced back to the journal. Its leather covers seemed to call her, willing to be read. Sam shook her head. I’m still tired, that’s what it is, she told herself as the man’s words came back to her. “Read it, it’s for you.” Her head shook again, dismissing his words, putting them down to shock. And who wouldn’t be? She thought, being knocked down that way. I must call the hospital, see how he is. Return his book back to him, Sam’s mind raced ahead. What will he say when I return it to him? She looked back to the couch once more. “You’re doing it again,” Sam sighed into the sink. “No more men. Your just vulnerable right now, that’s all.” The kettle clicked beside her ready to give the caffeine boost Sam craved. Returning to the living room, Sam sat on the floor and leant back on the couch. Placing her coffee next to her, she reached for the TV remote. Flicking through the channels, the collars of her coat tickled the back of her neck and she turned back to cast it aside. Sam caught a glimpse of the journal as she did so. It’s strange pull still upon her, she eyed it for a moment and then covered it with the offending coat with a huff.

Finding nothing of interest on television, Sam pressed the standby button and finished the last of her coffee. The silence of the apartment gripped her.

“Right,” she said, knowing that to just sit there was the worst thing she could do. 

“Get that bath going,” Sam smiled. Stopping at her CD player on the way to eliminate the emptiness of her home, Sam shuffled to the bathroom. A Goddess bath, she thought, that’s what I need. 

Sam leant over her large, deep bathtub, and turned the hot water tap on full. Her mind focused on the pleasure that was about to come as she lit the night light candles that surrounded the bathroom, and prepared the various concoctions of oils and soaps that would enhance her enjoyment. Going back to the living room, Sam adjusted the volume of the music that now filled her apartment. She undressed as she walked back to the blissful sound of running water and stood naked in the doorway of the bathroom, a trail of clothes in her wake. Soft bubbles almost reached the top of the ceramic walls before her and after a hurried dash to turn the hot water tap off, Sam slipped into the baths inviting waters with a purr.

Cocooned in its warmth, candles flickered round her as Sam lay back and closed her eyes. Content and at peace, Sam breathed in the sweet vapours surrounding her. Her eyes opened to memories of previous bath times and she looked to the taps above her toes.

Sam had lost count how many times he had shared this bathtub with her, always starting with the playful argument of whose turn it was to have the tap end. Sam smiled; she had always won, and recalled the indentation of the overflow grid that would mark the top of his back, the grooves of which she would kiss as they lay, clean and steaming across her bed. Why? Why had he done it? Why? Sam asked herself again. Lying there alone in the setting that had once held so much laughter, she replayed the events that had stopped their delight.

The heartache she now felt had been triggered three months ago. Although it would take another two months before she would realise it. That was when she had first arrived on the scene, Sam cringed, and rubbed her arms in a subliminal hug, feeling the rich oils that lay silk like across her skin as she remembered her own first days at the hospital.

Young and naïve, Sam had been lost on the ward, until that was a kindly sister had guided her way. With years of experience behind her, she had shown Sam the ins and outs of hospital life; making her feel safe and secure in those early moments of the career she had always dreamt of. Sam had never forgotten her teacher and confidant, and had vowed to herself to repay that kindness to all new green nurses that crossed her path. However, those promises waned a little now, left in tatters by the betrayal of one in particular. Sarah, Sam grimaced as the name entered her thoughts. She groaned and slipped under water. Floating back up into the warm air of the bathroom, Sam shook her head as the dreaded name remained.

It had been early August when the ward had been given two new placements fresh out of nurse training school. With the ink still wet on their diplomas, it was quite a shock for them to be working amongst real patients and left to make their own decisions. Sam remembered how the one newbie had taken to nursing as natural as could be, whereas the other, Sarah, had showed great potential, but was still unsure of herself. Sam had seen through the pretty twenty-one year olds air of false confidence from day one, recognising it as a trait she had once held. That was when Sam had decided to return the kindness and insight shown to her many years ago.

They had clicked together from the first moment, sharing giggles and laughter that often accompanied life on the ward. Those small incidents of bursting catheters and patients wearing their smocks the wrong way round only bonded their growing friendship. This was what added to Sam’s heartache. She felt as if she had lost two best friends.

Sam’s toes pulled on the bath plugs chain chord, letting enough from the bath to make room for the hot water she released from the scolding tap with her other foot. She needed more time in here, to relax, recuperate, to try to understand what had happened and put the pieces together.

Sam recalled the day she had introduced them to each other and the look in Sarah’s eyes when she had shook hands with her beau. “How stupid could I have been?” Sam mumbled, thinking then that Sarah’s wide smile and doe eyed looks were in admiration for her man’s handsome features and confident stance. Sam recalled how proud she had been when this young girl, fresh out of college, had found him so attractive.

Soon, Sam was not the only one who had looked forward to those doctor’s morning ward rounds, when he would appear, dressed tall in his white coat. The identical one Sam had passed to him in his bedroom only hours earlier after sharing the same bed together. She had held no suspicions then. Strange, Sam thought, as all the clues had been there from the very start, the small smiles to each other, the laughter and jokes between the two. The very same rites of relationship passage that he and Sam had acted out only two years earlier.

There had always been gossip on the ward. It was almost a perk of the job. Sam admitted that she as much as anyone else had always party to a morsel of it, and as expected would pass it on to others the way it had been given to her. Only this time it was she on the receiving end of these rumours which proved to be so true. Learning the hard way who her allies were and which friends to trust and confide in. One such friend had confronted her with these rumours. Over a much-needed glass of red wine after a long day on the ward, Sam had listened to the words that would set her on this course of pain. 

The friend had consoled her, telling how it was Sam’s right to know what had been going on. At first, Sam dismissed that anything was. How could there be? He was true to her. He was the one, was he not? It was then that Sam had noticed the spark of pity in her friend’s eyes. The seeds of doubt began to flourish within Sam from that moment on. That compassionate look was all it had took to generate her suspicions in the man she loved and cared for so much.

“That’s enough,” Sam’s voice echoed across the bathroom’s tiled walls. Although she knew that recounting what had gone before was a healing exercise, there was only so much she could take in one sitting.

Climbing from the bath, Sam filed away what she had remembered. Hiding her memories out of the way until she decided to retrieve her story and continue to unfold the situation that had shook her world.

Sam dried herself down and stopped at her legs. Rubbing her hand across tiny, sharp bristles, she reached for her razor and paused. What’s the point? She asked herself. Who’s going to see them anyway? Her hand stroked over her leg once more. Sam grabbed the razor and looked into the mirror.

“Don’t let yourself go,” her reflection grinned. “You never know who you’ll meet.”

A glass of wine in her hand, Sam tiptoed from the kitchen into her living room. Taking a sip, she stroked her pyjamas warm downy material and then lit several sweet smelling candles dotted around her on shelves and sideboard. Taking a magazine off a pile of borrowed publications from the casualty waiting room, Sam positioned herself amongst the variety of mismatched cushions that festooned her beloved couch. Settling back, Sam nudged her bag and coat to the far end of the couch. She recoiled as something caught her foot. Placing her glass on the floor, she leant over and lifted her coat. There beneath it laid the journal.

Her eyes not leaving the leather book, she threw her magazine to one side, picked up the journal and lay back. Warm in her hands, the compulsion to open and see its contents overwhelmed her once more. Sam’s fingers ran over its cover as an internal battle raged within her, which swung from returning it to its owner and reading it.

Sam placed the journal down onto her lap and took another sip of wine. Her throat warmed and she took another mouthful to accompany the pleasing sensation. Relaxed and light after her long bath, safe in the knowledge that she could sleep through the next morning if she wanted to, Sam reached for the journal.

“Well. He said it was for me. And he told me to read it,” she rationalised. “Just like Christmas,” she giggled and decided to celebrate with another mouthful of wine before opening the present rested on her thighs.

Tentative fingers opened the journal’s metal buckle and its leather strap draped over her knee. “There,” Sam shrugged. “That’s it, there’s no going back now,” she pulled back its cover. The page that greeted her took Sam by surprise. It seemed so old, antique even. Paying no attention to the words, she touched to page’s corners and looked at the yellow tinge bordering them. How could someone forget an on old book like this? Sam wondered flicking through its sheets.

Each page was filled with neat copperplate handwriting that only added to the journal’s charm. Delving to the back of the book, the handwriting remained constant, never changing throughout. Sam recalled how she had watched the owner of this beautiful journal write so intensely in the café only ten hours before. Eager to read his words, Sam reached for its last page. She paused, its final sheet between finger and thumb. 

“Stop it,” Sam whispered. “If you’re going to read it, then start from the beginning.” Closing the journal, she reached for her glass and then opened the tan leather cover once more, her lips rested on the rim of the wine glass in wait for another blissful sip. Those lips froze as she read the first page’s opening words.

––––––––
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My name is Franc Barbour. I was born on the twentieth day of July 1845 in the town of Saumur, deep in the heart of the Loire Valley, France. The truth of the matter is I simply never died.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Sam reread the first lines of the journal again. She shook her head, her mind swimming with the possibility of what these few opening sentences suggested. Thoughts of the stranger she had encountered earlier that day in the café began to flow through her.

Was this really his book she had seen him write so earnestly in? His writing? Was this his manuscript for a work of fiction? All these ideas rushed around Sam as she wondered how somebody could leave behind something so precious, so old. Of course it was a draft of a novel, Sam reassured herself, something he had forgotten in his absent-minded rush to leave the café. And who could blame him? What a distraction I must have been, Sam giggled to herself. Her laughter fell as she remembered the man’s words at the doors of the ambulance.

“For me? How could it be? I’ve never met him before,” she whispered. 

Sam looked down to her wine glass. Either I’m still tired, or this wine is more potent than I thought she smiled and drained its contents. Her fingers traced over the page’s yellow tinged corners and then ran a line across its precise old-fashioned script. Her smiles faded. Then why did he go to so much trouble aging these sheets and filling them with such exquisite handwriting?

Sam placed the journal down and launched herself from the couch to the kitchen. She soon returned, the remainder of a bottle of wine now sloshing around in her glass. Knowing the answer to the questions she searched, Sam settled down once again amongst a myriad of cushions and reached for the journal. With its leather covers propped up on her knees, she returned to its opening lines and continued to read more of this strange book that fate had positioned before her.

––––––––
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Please, dear reader, I ask you not to be alarmed by my opening affirmations, as I too would soon discard such outlandish statements. All I ask is for you to dispel any reservations you may hold against me, and permit me to unfold my story to you. My tale begins on the banks of the Loire River, not only the source of the finest of French wines, but also the starting point of my journey throughout the centuries. 

I was born twenty minutes before eight on a warm summers morning and following my first few breaths into this new world, Henri, my twin brother, would appear but two minutes later. He in turn would become the youngest of the three brothers who would explore the white stone streets of the town of Saumur, its magnificent Château, and surrounding vineyards and apple orchards. Each one of us inseparable to the last. 

Henri and I were identical in looks and yet although my twin, our personalities could not have been more different. Always the adventurer and fearless to the last, Henri had a bravery so ingrained within him that he would pull off acts of daring, which sometimes terrifying to those around, seemed only natural to him. As he grew, these traits would become accompanied by a boyish grin that to this day I can picture before me, emitting its charm to escape whatever impish prank he had committed. A free spirit, our mother had always called him after one of his many scoldings, and I can also see her now as she walked from him, suppressing her smiles to his latest mischievousness. I myself was quite the opposite and would follow my two brothers on the sorties we undertook around our town, enjoying the moment, safe in the company of my siblings. However, as I came to realise in my advancing years, both Henri’s playful and adventurous sides had rubbed off on me. Be it in our years growing up together, or somewhere more deep rooted from our first nine months shared together within the womb. 

Then there was Jacques, our older brother by just two years. Tall and strong, he would always be guide and protector to my twin and I, and although many fights between the three of us would ensue as is the way with boys, he would be the rock to which we would always adhere. Jacques position within our family would change overnight when our father died, just one month after my fourteenth birthday. Through great adversity, he soon took to his role as guardian and would be the one we would turn to if needs be the one on which Henri and I could rely to steer us in the right direction.

And so there we were, three brothers each as different as could be, yet holding a special bond between us, of which you will see dear reader, should you decide to continue with my tale.

Joining us in those idyllic childhood days would be two others, who both born in the following year of 1846, would play such an important role in my long, full life.

Simone, the fourth member of our troop, was born the following summer behind Henri and myself and would become the central character that would make my early years complete. As did mine, Simone’s home lay on the banks of the Loire river in a row of terraced cottages, accommodation provided by the local winery to its workers of which both our fathers were. Simone and I became firm friends from the start, as did she with my two brothers. Collectively we experienced life together in our formative years, yet it would not be until the age of seventeen when Simone and I realised the affiliation between us both.

I had forever been astounded by Simone’s love of life, and had admired her veracity for adventure, always competing with Henri to who could climb the highest tree or swim through the most turbulent waters of the Loire. With my quiet ways, Simone seemed more suited to my twin’s personality then mine. However, it was me she would always come to at the end of the day, and I cannot remember how many summer evenings the two of us spent together on the river banks of our home, laughing and talking as we watched the June Bugs glow before us. It would be on one such summer evening when our true feelings for each other came to the fore.

I had been at the winery for three years. After the death of our father, Henri and I had left school at the age if fourteen to work there as this would secure the home in which we had grown. As usual, Simone would meet me at the winery gates at the end of my days work and together we walk towards the river. Finding our favourite spot, we sat down and Simone produced fresh bread, cheese and tomatoes from her bag. I then retrieved my own contribution, a carafe of wine borrowed from my work place. Over our small meal, we talked of our day and I listened intently to her tales of the school I had left, the one in which Simone now worked as an assistant teacher.

Watching the setting sun fall behind the trees on the other side of the river, we turned to each other and smiled as the edges of their leaves tinged orange. Holding each other’s gaze, our smiles faded in to something more as an understanding stemmed from us both. Hesitant at first yet sure of our actions, we leant forwards to bridge the gap between us and for the first time our lips fell soft onto one another’s. A feeling of completion enveloped us both and as I reached up to touch Simone’s cheek, I felt her hand stroke mine. Our lips lingered for a moment until we pulled back and smiled to each other once more. I longed to touch her soft skin again and my smiles broadened on seeing her eyes portrayed the same wants as my own. Simone glanced down and then back up to me. She started to giggle and I soon joined her laughter as we leant back once more to watch the sunset continue before us.

Those brief moments seemed so natural, as if meant to be. As we lay there in silence, I felt Simone’s hand slip into mine, adding to the confirmation of what we had known all along, that she and I belonged as one. This was the way it would be between us for many years to come.

Finally, I must tell you of our other companion through childhood and into much of our adult years. Though not through choice, he would become the divining person to which my life would begin its many twists and turns.

Eric had been born six months later than Henri and I into very different circumstances, he being the son and heir of Saumur’s winery in which my father and eventually Henri and myself would work. 

January of 1846 had been in the grip of an uncharacteristic harsh winter, which had led to complications of Eric’s birth. He had contracted pneumonia within hours of his arrival and although managing to survive his early months, the scars of ill health would always plague him throughout childhood. These scars I am sad to say, were to be not the only ones he would carry throughout his lifetime.

Eric’s father was a cruel and hard man, as had his father and grandfather been before him. Throughout the history of Saumur’s winery, these owners had ruled their employees with a veracious indispensability, a trait inherited by their offspring. As being the only child, Eric was at the end of this line. Considered weak by his father, he had enough to worry about watching the snow fall onto his beloved rows of grape vines, than to bother with a child that could not muster himself to breathe unaided in his first moments on this earth.

To keep Eric from his father’s way, his doting mother, a kind woman yet down trodden over the years from her husband’s constant bullying, had searched for friends for her beloved child. This is where Eric entered our lives. I cannot pinpoint the exact moment when he came to us; it was if he had always been there. That I suppose is how young minds think, accepting all before you.

Quiet and sullen at first, Eric had joined Simone, Jacques, Henri and I on our adventures through the town of our birth. Showing him kindness and respect, he soon came out of his shell and began to enjoy our explorations. Yet, there was always something strange about Eric, something you could never really work out. As he continued to play beside us, a side of his personality began to appear that not only bemused us, but at sometimes scared us also. Small incidents happened as we grew together, which we dismissed as eccentricities, or just his way. A way that was different from ours, with him living in the huge town house in the center of Saumur. 

It would be one incident in particular that revealed Eric’s true self to me, a malice that had lain hidden beneath the surface throughout his younger days.

I was now in my twenty-fourth year and had worked at the winery for the last ten of these. Simone and I had talked of marriage and wanting to provide a decent feast for our start in life together, I had been putting extra hours in at the winery for the last few months. However, this was not the only reason why I was now working ten to twelve hours a day.

On a wine delivery trip to the larger town of Angers, I had spent most my lunch hour walking through its cobbled streets, looking for a birthday present for Simone. She would be twenty-three years old in two months’ time and I longed to buy her something special. Wandering down a small lane that led from the town’s main thoroughfare, I happened upon a small jewellers shop. Standing before the tiny shop window, I stared transfixed to the silver piece before me. My eyes ran across its delicate chain that held the small silver heart shaped locket, and I marvelled at the fine engraved lines that swirled across its face, much like the bracken in which my love and I had played whilst children. Checking my appearance in the window, I ran my comb through my hair, took a deep breath, and then entered the shop to speak with the owner.

Closing the door behind me, I looked around at the various rings and baubles that lay across shelving covered with rich red velvet. Movement caught my eye between the drapes of dark curtain that fell behind the shops long glass counter, and I returned the broad smile of the short old man who appeared from them. The elderly jeweller was delighted by my arrival to his small shop, and with a welcoming handshake he offered me a seat with a generous sweep of his arm. Shy at first, I soon warmed to the man, and smiled to the sparkle in his eye as he asked me how he could be of service.

I told him of the silver heart shaped locket displayed in the window and the man’s face lit up as I described the piece to him. He rubbed his hands together telling me how I had chosen well, and then dashed to retrieve the piece. Returning to me, with great care he lowered the locket into the palm of my hand, proud that his wares were so admired. My fingertips ran across its fine lines as I too admired its artistry. I knew from that moment on that Simone must become its new owner.

With a nervous voice, I asked him how much this delicate silver heart would cost me. The jeweller glanced down to the locket and smiled. Aware of my worried tone, he told me not to worry of the price, for with all his years of experience he could tell that this silver locket I held in my grasp had at last found its rightful owner. He then grinned and disappeared between the curtains from where he had first appeared, returning soon after with a bottle and two glasses. As he poured the warm sepia liquid into the crystal tumblers before us, I sensed that his motives were genuine, that his interest was not at all in money, but in my wellbeing.

Once again, he told me how he knew that the locket belonged to me, and that although it was not his custom to do so, he would devise a payment plan to help me purchase the item. His help to me that day was beyond measure, and I thanked him as we toasted our arrangement with glasses filled to the brim with his finest cognac.  

Leaving the shop, I thanked the elderly jeweller once more for his kindness. He smiled in the doorway of his business, took my hand in his, and told me that it had been his pleasure to help. 

Throughout my journey home back to Saumur, I thought of the two months of overtime ahead of me, yet this did not stop my smiles, imagining the delight on my Simone’s features as I presented this token of my love for her.

On my return that night, I told my brother Jacques of the locket and my intentions to purchase the silver piece. 

“Did you leave some kind of deposit?” He had asked me. I knew nothing of such ways of a deposit and told him so. My brother smiled, telling me not to worry and that he himself would see that the locket would be procured in my name only. 

Jacques had done well for himself over the years. Not taking the route as was expected in our town to work at the winery, he had instead joined the army, of which the local barracks lay nearby so he was never a stranger. His transition from brother to father had grown over the years, and although there were occasions when he was called away, his love for Henri and myself never faltered. The next evening, Jacques called by and told me that my purchase of the locket had been secured. I thanked him for his kindness as he told of his encounter with the jeweller and the small deposit Jacques himself had placed on my behalf, the faint smell of cognac on his breath.

And so I worked long and hard for two whole months, until came the day when I would return from my second trip to Angers, the locket safe within in my pocket. So pleased was I with my purchase, that the next day I took it with me to work to show my brother Henri.

On our break, I smiled as my twin brother’s eyes lit up on seeing the locket. His boisterous nature prevailed and we laughed together at his excitement. Henri’s laughter ceased on spotting someone behind me. I turned to see his distraction.

“What’s the joke?” Eric demanded.

“No joke Eric,” I shrugged, and followed his eyes down to my clenched fist, Simone’s locket held safe within.

“Let me see,” he whined. I looked back to him and paused, summing up the difficult situation I now found myself in. Eric was now second in command of the winery and to tell he no had its consequences as I had witnessed many times before with his other employees. However, I did not want his eyes to fall onto this gift for my love.

“Show me,” he insisted. It was then that I recognised that look in his eyes, the one that had always worried me as a child. I knew what would come if this man before me did not have his own way. Reluctantly my fingers opened to reveal the locket. Eric stared down and grabbed for Simone’s gift. My hand pulled back keeping the locket from his grasp. I looked to the harsh stare that greeted me. 

“Who’s that for then?” Eric snarled. I also knew the reaction I would receive if I told him whom the present was for yet remained silent. My silence betrayed me as Eric flushed red and pure envy flowed from him.

Eric had loved Simone from childhood, and had become quite difficult over the years as he watched our love for each other grow. Unbeknown to him, Simone had always been highly intuitive of people and the situations that surrounded her. She had sensed Eric’s strange spiteful streak from the moment his mother had brought him to his new playmates. Yet, Simone had treated him with the same kindness as had my brothers and I, ignoring her intuitions towards him, such was her caring way. However her kindness towards him had been construed as something else in Eric’s mind, and his rebuked affections had only twisted the bitterness that lay deep within him.

“Let me see again,” Eric insisted, a slight menace in his tone.

“No Eric,” my head shook from side to side. My aggressor scowled as he watched me place the locket back into my jacket pocket. Eric held me in his stare and then glared over to Henri who grinned at my side.

“Get back to work,” Eric growled, focusing his venom onto my brother before swinging round on his heels and marching away.

“You’re brave today,” Henri laughed as we watched Eric storm away. I just smiled in return, hung up my jacket and returned to my work place, relieved that only two days remained until I could present Simone with her gift, as that was when her birthday would arrive.

With my days work finished, I raced to meet Simone on the banks of the river where we had first understood the bond between us. The summer’s evening was drawing to a close, yet still the sun’s rays burnt down onto our town and I threw my jacket off in mid run. Casting it carefree over my shoulder, it flowed behind me like a cape in my heated attempt to reach my wife to be. Reunited we spent an evening filled with laughter and talk of our dreams and aspirations, my heart fighting the want to give Simone her present there and then. 

Alone in my bedroom that night, I lay thinking of how I would present Simone with her birthday gift. Sleep evaded me as hundreds of scenarios ran through my mind and I rose from my bed and reached into my jacket for the locket, as to act out the role I was to play.

Eager fingertips stained red with the toils of my workplace, searched for the silver heart.  My own heart raced when those fingers did not touch the lockets smooth edges. Fumbling through my jackets other pockets, I began to rip its lining in my anxious search. Checking several times again, I slumped down on the edge of my bed and stared down to my jacket now in tatters at my feet. How stupid could I be? I thought, remembering the way I had slung my jacket over my shoulder on my frantic run to meet Simone. It was too late now to retrace my footsteps of my hurried dash in hope of finding the gift, and sat in darkness at the end of my bed, my head fell into my hands, devastated by my loss.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Sam woke in the early hours, the journal weighing heavy on her chest. Glancing at the time, she groaned and summoned herself from the couch. Placing the journal beside her, she blew out the remainder of flickering candles and then made her way to bed, where she slept soundly beneath its covers until eleven am.

During her day off routine of bathing, daytime TV and coffee, Sam looked to the journal at her side. It stared back up to her on the couch where she had left it at four am that morning, its magnetic pull still upon her, calling Sam to read more. Reaching over to its pages, Sam stopped.

“No,” she told herself. “Too much to do today.” 

Sam knew that was a lie, what did she have to do that was so pressing? Now it was just her left to fill the time. Sam stood, walked over to the window and looked out onto the city below. She remembered how her days off could not come too soon. For that was when they would walk the streets of their home, laughing and talking, hand in hand as if they were the only ones to walk the streets. All that had gone from her now, taken away by another. Now someone else held that right to be so close to the man she loved, whilst she was left alone and empty.

“Get a grip,” Sam whispered. “Not today,” her voiced raised as she marched to the bedroom to prepare for her day ahead.

Standing in the elevator, Sam made a pact with herself to have a day off. To let her mind be free so she could enjoy this time alone. As the doors swished open, she had already chosen the reward that would greet her when home again that evening if she kept that promise to herself. Sam smiled at the thought of another Goddess bath, a take away meal, DVD and bottle of wine as she waltzed out of her apartment block onto the streets outside.

After an afternoon spent in the obligatory rounds of retail therapy, Sam made her way to her secret coffee place. Laden with shopping bags filled to the brim with clothing she knew she would never wear, Sam entered the café and sat down at her usual table, thankful her regular waitress was not there, that it was her day off too. For the first time, Sam had held anxiety of coming to the place she felt so comfortable in. Her apprehension had appeared earlier that day with the idea of having to recount what had happened on her dash to find the stranger and his forgotten journal. Relieved, Sam ordered her coffee, sat back and watched the world outside pass her by.

Her mind had wandered back to the opening pages of the journal throughout the afternoon, as had her beloved doctor. Both strains of thought had been pushed aside, remembering the promise made for the evening to come. However, now sat quiet and relaxed, the afternoons shopping buzz fading from her, Sam had time to contemplate. Before, Sam’s failed love affair had been her only train of thought. Yet, now another had appeared. With another sip of coffee, Sam recalled the words she had read until the early hours of the morning.

Sam thought of Franc and how she had left him in the journal, sitting on the end his bed in distress. She wanted to know what had happened to the locket. If he could find the precious gift he had lost. Sam imagined his face as the silver heart glinted before him amongst dewy blades of grass in the dawn light. Of course he would find it, she told herself. It had to be there.

Recalling his unconditional love for Simone, Sam flinched as her own situation arose. “Stop it,” she whispered, and turned to order another coffee. One or two wobbles a day can’t be helped, she reassured herself, smiling a thank you as her next coffee was poured.

And that Eric, what’s his problem? Sam dealt with people like that all the time at work and understood the feelings of those around towards him. She had always despised any kind of injustice and knew instinctively what this man could be capable of. 

Franc’s brothers came to mind. Henri’s carefree nature and Jacques’ fatherly love seemed a wonderful setting to be in, as was the small town in which they lived. Sam made a mental note to look up their home in an atlas, to see if it was real and not as fictional as the words she read. 

Read it, it’s for you. What had he meant? For me? Why had this man chosen me to read his journal? Sam decided to ring the hospital and reached for her phone so she could find out what had happened to the man. Then maybe they would meet face to face so he could answer her questions. Tomorrow, do it tomorrow, she told herself. Enjoy this day of rest. You haven’t done too badly today; she chuckled as she put down her phone and looked down at the assortment of plastic bags at her feet. Sam thought of her night ahead, and finished her second cup on seeing dusk beginning to set in. Sam was thankful of the dark nights. They always made her feel like she knew where she was, that the evening had arrived. Guilt free, she could snuggle up on her couch under a blanket, even if she now shared it alone. 

Sam pictured her ex watching a DVD with his new love. She thought of them together, cozied up beneath their own blanket, laughing and cuddling the way she and he had done. Adrenalin coursed through Sam’s body, escorted by feelings of nausea. There goes my second wobble of the day, she told herself, trying to ride out the pain. This was as good as any indication that it was time for her to go home. Sam took heed of the warning signs and after paying her check, made her way back to her apartment accompanied by the spoils of her day. The journal flooded back into her consciousness as she walked. Bypassing the video store, she decided that the journal at home was the most satisfying entertainment she could think of. Anyway, Sam considered, she should read as much as she could over the next twenty-four hours before returning it to its rightful owner. Even if he had told her that it was for her.

After another Goddess bath, cut short by the tantalising smells of her Chinese takeaway that lay warming in the kitchen, Sam settled down on the couch and enjoyed her meal.

Pouring herself a second glass of wine and clearing the collection of tinfoil containers away, she set the scene by lighting an array of candles and then lay on her couch. Pulling her blanket up to her chin, Sam reached for the journal, found the page from where she had left off and began to read.

––––––––
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After a fitful sleep, I woke early the next morning. Dressed and unshaven, I soon left my home making sure as not to wake my mother, and Henri, who as should I but for my own stupidity, would have another hour in bed before starting his working day.

My heart pounded on my run to where Simone and I had eaten the previous night in hope of finding the locket there and on reaching my goal I dived to my knees and scrabbled through the blades of grass still flat from our bodies. I checked over the area again to no avail and heartbroken, lay down amongst the early morning dew as I considered my next option. Quick to my feet, I traced my steps back to the winery. Much to the bemusement of onlookers, I made the trip twice more before submitting to the fact that the locket had gone, and so it felt, had a piece of myself.

Knowing in my heart that my search was over, I entered through the winery gates not caring that I had arrived half an hour later than was expected. Trudging over to my workstation, I looked for Henri as to tell him my sad news. My search for him was also in vain, as he was nowhere to be seen. As suited his personality, it was not unusual for my brother to be late for work in the mornings, yet he would only surpass the start of his shift by five or ten minutes and not the monumental thirty I had managed. A fellow worker noticed my hunt and nodded me in the direction of Eric’s office. As I looked across the winery, its heavy oak door swung open and Henri burst through the opening. He walked to me, eyes red with anger. Asking what was wrong, Henri shook his head and flicked his chin towards the office he had stormed from. Eric stood in its doorway. Expressionless he stared over at my brother and me. With a conceited smile, he turned and closed the door behind him. It would not be until lunchtime that my brother would tell me the events of that morning.

Henri had arrived on time for work that morning. Finding it strange that I was not there, he had walked the winery in search of me. Passing Eric’s office, he had turned to see if I was there. Henri told me how Eric had smiled, ushered him in and offered him a seat. From across Eric’s large oak table, he had grinned at Henri before telling him that his hours at the winery had been cut. Confused, Henri had argued his case. If the winery was doing so well and overtime was there for others at any time, then why are my hours being cut? He had questioned. Eric’s only reply was repeating the statement that his hours had been reduced and that if Henri continued to question his decision then he would have to find work elsewhere. Henri was about to continue with his injustice when Eric raised his hand to silence him. Eric had then looked deep into Henri’s eyes and smiled.

“Now, you would not want your mother to become homeless. Would you?” He had asked with a broad grin.

Henri had been astounded by Eric’s statement. However, he did manage to raise a smile on telling that he was about to launch himself across the office at Eric, but good sense had prevailed in the thought of our mother losing their home on the banks of the Loire.

I had not told my brother of losing Simone’s locket. Still reeling from my own idiocy of losing such a precious object, this wrong doing to my brother only added to my anger. I decided to take matters into my own hands and confront Eric on his behalf.

I knew why he had docked Henri’s hours. It had been the same as when we were children. On my march to his office, I remembered how he would never takeout any grievances he had towards me on myself and would instead project them onto Henri. He always knew he could get away with it, my twin’s carefree nature permitting him to do so. This time it was different. Henri’s laughter at my denial of letting him see the locket for a second time the previous day, had triggered Eric’s twisted scenario of revenge which had once again made my brother pay, although on this occasion our mother’s security had been breached.

Storming through the office door, I found myself alone in the room. Eric had always been work shy and I knew he had returned to his home, his sole purpose for being at work that day to humiliate my brother. Still incensed by his unfairness, I left his office and ran from the winery. Keeping my pace through the dusty streets of Saumur, I soon arrived outside Eric’s large town house, where trying to collect myself from my brisk run, I pulled on the doorbell outside its tall blue doors. 
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