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How can you find love, when you’ve lost sight of yourself?


Sheridan doesn’t know what he looks like. There’s nothing wrong with his vision, it’s just that he’s the only person in the world who can’t see his own face.


Despite this, he has it all going for him – a good job as an optometrist, a nice home, and a wonderful girlfriend. All until Heidi, totally out of the blue, dumps him.


And to make matters worse, not only has she broken his heart, but she’s disappeared. Distraught, Sheridan begins to search for her, and ends up finding himself along the way . . .


This is a story about how sometimes it’s the people closest to us that see us the best and, if we lose sight of ourselves, can tell us who we really are.






For Claire, Happy 1st Anniversary!


(PAPER!)


*please don’t be reading the ebook version*









SHERIDAN









Chapter One


ONE YEAR BEFORE TODAY


I grip the bench. My foot taps out an urgent SOS in Morse code. I’m holding on tight because I can feel my world is about to get turned upside down.


This bench, ‘our bench’, in the middle of the pedestrianised high street of Wigthorn, is on display for all to see. I’m a dummy in a shop window.


All the moments in the past in which I’ve sat nervously waiting for someone else to direct the course of my life coalesce into one: outside the headmaster’s office; at the doctors’ with an ex, awaiting the morning after pill; in a little chair in the corner at home awaiting the return of my dad after breaking a window; job interviews; first dates; getting my eyes tested. Right now, this bench has all the ergonomic comfort of an electric chair.


The source of this anxiety? Heidi. My girlfriend, Heidi. Although, it’s the ‘girlfriend’ part of that statement that is in jeopardy at the moment. The precariousness of my future lies in her thoughts on this matter. The past few months have seen imperceptible changes pass right beneath our feet, and only recently have we begun to notice them. Or rather, only recently have I begun to notice them. I don’t see how these changes would fundamentally affect our relationship. We just need to take a pit stop, change tyres, refuel, and carry on. My sense of foreboding stems from the fact that I don’t think Heidi’s on the same track. Whatever the time after the ‘honeymoon period’ is called, well, that period has ended too.


Using motor racing analogies isn’t going to help my cause either.


Yesterday, Heidi said we should meet here today. She’s had twenty-four hours to think of reasons to leave, and I’ve had twenty-four hours to compose a miracle monologue on why she should stay. I wonder how she’s done, because I’ve got nothing.


She’s late.


I sit on the bench with my head down, avoiding all contact with the outside world. I don’t want to catch the eye of any friends, ­colleagues or customers and have to conjure up a modicum of enthusiasm. I’m on hold, paused, frozen until Heidi shares her thoughts with me. This bench used to be fun. On our lunch breaks, we’d people-watch: judge strangers, evaluate customers and gossip about so-and-so from that shop sleeping with whodyamacallit from the other shop. Now it’s me on display, every passer-by passing comment, every mannequin watching in silent judgement. People in glass houses, etc.


I haven’t arrived at this defining moment unarmed. I prepared myself earlier and now have an ace up my sleeve – a surprise holiday. Unoriginal? Yes. Crass? Yes. Cheap? Metaphorically, maybe. Financially? Unfortunately not. Desperate? Hell, yes. The credit card bill is going to be hanging around a lot longer than the tan. Well, it’s almost booked. I’m waiting for Angela from Holidays Plus to come over like the cavalry and confirm the five-star hotel in Dubai has been booked, as the computer system froze and it was getting late. I thought it would be a sweet moment, almost romantic, to have her come up to us on our lunch break to break the news, Angela a bejewelled, buxom messenger of hope.


I look east to search out Angela, but she’s nowhere to be seen. I look west to see if Heidi’s coming out of Candleina, but she’s . . . yes she is. She’s talking to a friend . . . and now she’s coming over.


This is it.


I look east again, hoping to see Angela and my secret weapon. Nothing. I’m on my own, as I’ve always been. This is probably why I’m where I am.


Heidi is walking over, avoiding eye contact. Even without seeing her face, I can tell she’s not in the best of moods just from her walk. Hopefully she’s had a really crap customer this morning or her camera’s broken or it’s something, anything, other than me.


There’s plenty of room on the bench but I move over as a welcoming gesture. She flashes me an ill-drawn smile with darkened eyes before sitting down and coughing a little. She doesn’t look good: pale, stressed, vacant. Am I the cause? Whatever’s in me, is it in her? Does the reason Heidi and I got together have more to do with mirroring than love? Dependency, not devotion. Shadows on crutches escaping the night.


‘I can’t offer you anything, Sheridan.’


This is typical of Heidi, dropping a softly spoken bombshell into my lap without context or preamble. I try my usual first approach at diffusing one of Heidi’s heavy-handed, open-ended conversation stoppers by totally brushing it off as something banal and mundane. Sometimes it works; lately it hasn’t.


I raise my sandwich. ‘It’s all right, I’ve got—’


‘I don’t mean the sandwich, Sheridan. I mean, I can’t offer you anything in life.’


‘Oh.’


‘There’s no point pretending, is there?’ Sitting with her elbows resting on her knees clutching a bottle of water, Heidi continually twists the lid like a dial, clockwise, anti-clockwise, clockwise, anti-clockwise. We watch, waiting for it to tune us both into the same wavelength. ‘We’re not kids, life’s too short, people never change . . .’


‘Are you gonna say something original?’ I don’t mean to be mean. OK, I do. I can feel parts of myself disintegrating, so I pick off something sharp and throw it at her, hoping it’ll pierce the small talk and hit something truthful.


‘What do you want me to say, Sheridan? We’re over?’


Too sharp. ‘If that’s what you want to say, then say it.’


‘We’re over.’ She glances at me. I try to cushion the blow. ‘We don’t know each other. I don’t know you, Sheridan. Sometimes what you do and what you say are so far removed from what I want, I wonder how we even got here in the first place.’


‘You don’t know me’ – that old chestnut. A few months ago it was all, ‘We’re so made for each other’, ‘We’re soul mates’, ‘We’re two peas in a fucking pod’, but now it’s all philosophical. ‘You don’t know me’ as in, how can anyone know anyone else? That’s what you believe now because it suits your own needs, don’t try and bullshit me. Your feelings have changed, not your personality or your past, and neither have mine, so don’t go turning this into something deeper than that. You’ve changed your mind, you don’t want to deal with it and you just want to walk away. That’s the oldest love story in the world.


I put my arm on the bench, turning around to see if anyone from my shop, Twenty20 Opticians, is looking through the display of frames, sunglasses and special offers. No. I turn back and look at the shop opposite, Candleina, Heidi’s workplace, and no one there is peering through the candles, pot pourri, and aromatherapy displays either.


Now is when I’d appreciate some help, but the world has turned away. I feel insignificant – a feeling I recognise all too well. I’m out in the open, exposed to a multitude of shoppers filing past during one of the most pivotal moments in my life, no one batting an eyelid or even performing the smallest of cursory glances. The mannequins’ eyes glaze over. Apparently, we’re just a couple having lunch on a bench in town. Perspective is everything. Trust me, I’m an optometrist.


I look for our reflections in a shop window. It won’t do any good, not for me anyway. I change tack. ‘Is there someone else?’


‘Christ, Sheridan! You can be an absolute prick sometimes. Am I seeing someone else? When, Sheridan? When have I ever had the time away from you to meet anyone since we’ve been together? You don’t get many straight, single guys coming into Candleina.’


There’re one or two things I’ve never been able to see, and this termination appears to be another one of them. ‘Is it because I suggested moving in with each other recently? Because that’s not a deal breaker for me. If you want to wait, that’s fine.’


Heidi looks me in the eyes for the first time. I try to keep her there, but she knows better. I can see she’s twisted the lid on too tight and can’t undo it again. Heidi’s heart speaks in between the beats. Her face betrays what her mouth never does.


‘This isn’t a hurdle for you, is it? This is an exit, a chance of escape.’


She’s given up trying to loosen the lid and is just tightening it up even more. I offer her an open hand. She puts the bottle into it.


‘I can’t give you a definitive list of reasons, Sheridan. I can’t explain every little detail. It’s just the way it is. I’m sorry. Really, I am, Sheridan.’


The lid is stuck; Heidi has always been strong. Or stubborn. I’m never sure where one begins and the other ends. I give her the bottle and keep hold of the lid. Now we’re probably tuned into the same wavelength.


‘I never realised things were quite this bad, that your reaction would be quite so . . . final. Christ, I feel like an idiot.’


She doesn’t answer, she doesn’t move. Nothing.


I must be an idiot. It’s amazing how the brain can fool you. Mine fools me everyday.


Are Heidi and I mirrors for each other? Reflecting the soul we can’t see for ourselves? Or did love lift us from mere dependency? I need to know if we’re the same or different. Heidi may have become so skilled at hiding her lack of reflection that she’s able to hide it from anyone, even me. It’s possible, because I’ve managed to hide the same condition from her.


A couple of tears tread carefully down Heidi’s cheek. I hitch a ride and pull out a tissue. ‘Heidi, here, make-up’s running.’


‘Thanks.’ Heidi takes the tissue and retrieves a pocket mirror from her handbag. With the tissue pulled tightly around her finger, she starts to clean up the mess I’ve caused.


It’s quite clear: Heidi doesn’t suffer from the same disorder as I do. She can see herself. Mirrors don’t manifest a mystery. I never doubted a beautiful girl such as her had the equilibrium of a beautiful soul looking back.


She’s nothing like me.


‘What if we took a break, Heidi? Give us some space to figure out what’s going on here and find out what we both want.’ My enthusiasm for this idea fades as soon as I hear it come out of my own mouth.


‘No, Sheridan. I want a clean break.’ Heidi sits up rigidly, talking to me but facing the street as though she’s giving someone directions. She is. ‘Let’s not prolong it. It’ll just complicate things. A clean break is good for both of us, and it gives us both clarity moving forward.’ She takes my hand without looking. I’m sure it’s for comfort and not to reclaim the lid.


Clarity moving forward? What self-help claptrap did she dig that up from? She turns briefly to give me an empty smile, devoid of emotion or sentiment. I see nothing in her eyes. All the chemistry that bonded us together has dissipated, all the magnetism faded. All of a sudden, she looks like a stranger.


All of a sudden, I feel like a stranger interrupting this girl’s lunch break.


What more can I say? How can I fill this silence with something profound or life-changing? Just something ‘mind-changing’ would do me right now, but nothing comes. She’s made her mind up. She’s not stupid. She knows what she wants. I’m probably the stupid one – got to be. The dumb optometrist who can’t see what’s plainly obvious, can’t see the nose in front of his face. It would be funny if it weren’t true.


Who was I to think this could turn out any different? A happy ending with a beautiful, intelligent, independent young woman? Ain’t going to happen, son! Not here and not today.


‘Sheridan.’ Heidi crouches over in pain, grimacing as she brings her chest down to her knees before straightening herself back up and taking a swig of water. ‘I feel like crap, if it’s any consolation.’ For the first time she looks at me as though we might have met sometime in the past and exchanged a pleasant word or two. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Yeah.’ I’m not sure I believe her, but I acknowledge the words. I can feel the faintest spark of hope flickering deep in the darkness, as it does in the heart of an optimistic fool. I have to leave. ‘Look, I’ll have lunch somewhere else, leave you alone in peace.’


‘No, Sheridan, you stay here. I’ve got to go.’


Heidi stands up, and for the first time I notice she hadn’t really settled on the bench for lunch like she normally does – no sandwiches, no magazine, no camera. It was a planned sit-and-go meeting: work, have lunch, dump Sheridan, go back to work. No fuss.


‘Goodbye, Sheridan.’ She leans in to give me a pained kiss. I half-offer a cheek. ‘Goodbye, Sheridan’ is a little too final for my liking.


‘See you later, Heidi.’


And that’s it.


I watch Heidi walk away as I grip onto the bench, resisting the gravity dragging me towards her. If she doesn’t glance back for one last look, I may never see her face again.


She doesn’t.


Gone, disappearing into the smoky aromas and designer colours of Candleina without a second thought. Already I’m forgotten, lying here on the bench midway through a heart transplant with my chest clamped open, waiting for the replacement as a cold breeze rattles through my ribs, reality quickly sweeping aside the anaesthetic.


A jangle of jewellery alerts me to Angela from Holidays Plus approaching. ‘Hey, Sheridan! I got you that holiday in Dubai for a bargain price. They’re throwing in the honeymoon suite for free too, as they’ve had a last-minute cancellation.’


I crank up an industrial smile, the one I reserve for humouring customers’ idiotic questions. ‘Thanks, Angela, sounds great. I’ll come in this afternoon to sort it all out.’


‘OK. I thought you said Heidi would be here?’


‘Yeah, she had to leave unexpectedly. Thanks, I’ll see you later.’


Get up, Sheridan, leave! Go! Anywhere will do. Junk food? No, I don’t feel hungry. I couldn’t eat a thing; it’ll just fall out of my open chest. Just walk. Where? Follow the breeze, it sounds romantic, the sort of thing a broken-hearted poet would do. I stick my finger up, an exaggerated gesture. Empty, futile gestures are for those without hope or reason. The wind’s heading east. I head east.


I try to figure out what this is all going to mean for me, the big change from being with the woman you love, who you think you’re going to be with for ever, to being alone. I shuffle along the street without getting any closer to getting my head around it, but there’s one thing that might’ve changed for the better. Maybe I’m no longer alone in here, looking out upon the universe without being able to look down at my feet? Maybe remnants of the devastation left behind are being stirred up in a tail-spin, swirling around in the darkness, slowly coalescing into a rudimentary human being, clumps of life colliding with chunks of consciousness, getting bigger and bigger, until it forms all the attributes of a fully functioning human being and achieving a mass which it can reflect upon.


To see myself for the first time at my lowest ebb would be the sweetest of all ironies. Would I ever want to look at myself again?


Sudden traumatic events can alter a person’s mental or physical limitations, causing a permanent change, sometimes giving them an amazing new skill or ability. Now I’m hoping this turn of events has been significant enough to jolt my optic nerve, give my occipital lobe a kick up the arse and shake up my visual cortex a bit.


Again, my foolish heart harbours the slimmest ray of hope amongst the onslaught of a dark future. I increase my pace, hold my head up, and search out a retail outlet providing easy access to a mirror. A women’s clothes shop lies just ahead. I cross the pedestrianised street towards it, straightening my back, adjusting my jacket, preparing to meet a stranger.


The shop isn’t too hectic so I can easily find room in front of a mirror, but I don’t want to launch straight into it, I want to savour it.


Plus I’m scared.


A full-length mirror sits on a pillar in the middle of the shop floor. Next to it is a selection of jackets. I file through some of the jackets, pretending I’m shopping for the lady in my life. Why? I don’t know.


I’m scared.


I end the useless charade and sidestep in front of the mirror with my head bowed down. I see my shoes. Raising my head, I see my trousers, belt, white shirt. Then I climb the stripes on my tie upwards to the collar, my neck. I can’t lift my head anymore. I don’t want to. I’ve already skipped ahead, like a reader on the last page skipping to the last paragraph. I’ve already seen the familiar blur just above the outline of my chin. I don’t want to look up any further.


I look up.


Nothing. No face. Just a blur.









Chapter Two


ELEVEN MONTHS BEFORE TODAY


If I lie here long enough, in freeze-frame, everyone will assume I’m dead and cremate me. Sweep my remains under the carpet and forget about me as my ashes seep into the cracks of the floorboards.


Sounds relaxing.


Consciousness compels me to search out Heidi every waking minute of every stinking day. Occasionally I’ll drink something, maybe eat a little, but after that it’s all Heidi. My hierarchy of needs have been shuffled and reprioritised, common sense has folded, and I’m on the turn. I’m tired. I crawl around the internet on my hands and knees hoping for a glimpse of activity from Heidi – stalking Snapchat, flicking through Facebook, tracking Twitter, infiltrating Instagram, perusing Pinterest. I’ve also created anonymous profiles on every dating site hoping to catch her moving on with her life, which for some reason seems to be something I need to see. The problem is she may have signed up anonymously because she knows her ex might be on these sites waiting to catch her. Which I am.


Make no mistake. I am a huge loser.


It’s amazing what I’ve discovered online about my friends, her friends, friends of friends, people I’ve only met once or twice, but nothing about Heidi herself. I’m not the only person who’s been left in the dark and I’m not the only person who’s noticed her absence, but I think I’m the only one still looking. Coming to Dubai has been good in one respect: roaming charges make me think twice before texting her mum, her friends, her sister, or anyone else.


My mobile phone used to keep us connected when we were out of sight of each other, but now it feels like a corpse. Her life used to light it up, some of her personality was contained in its little body, it was an extension of her, but now it’s a dead shell. I push the button to awaken it and her face beams back but there’s nothing more. This connection is dead without her. It’s just a phone.


Cutting myself off from the whole world is preferable, shutting down, unplugging, disconnecting from every possible stimulant. Retreating into a void behind closed eyes.


Like a child.


But I’m not in a void, no matter how much I try to convince myself differently, no matter how tightly I close my eyes.


Heidi’s absence causes me to think of her more obsessively in order to fill that very absence. Her lack of presence gives her omnipresence. She fills my mind, invading all corners, implanting herself into memories made before I even met her. I have a clear recollection of her dropping a test tube in my school science class – when I attended an all-boys’ high school and I know, actually know for sure, she was brought up in a neighbouring county and is three years younger than me. My mind has been playing tricks on me my whole life and this is just one more: constructing a past that never happened, a present that has no place in reality, and multiple futures based on the strength of those foundations.


Heidi is gone, yet it feels like I’m in the centre of her world.


‘Sherry.’


Please let that be a euthanasia doctor at my bedside . . .


‘Sherry?’


Or the Grim Reaper to escort me from whatever world I’m in to the next . . .


‘Sherry!’


A bright light, intense heat! Yes . . .


‘Come out from under that parasol, Sherry, my son. There’s birds aplenty round the pool!’


Mike. Best friend, confidant, and romantic-break substitute. There I was thinking I’ll be an astute, modern consumer and skip the cancellation insurance to save money, only to be foiled by that age-old adversary: fate. Mike insisted I go and that, since he was such a good friend, he’d be there to support me. In Dubai. In a five-star hotel. In one of the honeymoon suites.


‘Come on, mate.’ Mike sits on my sun lounger, cradling his fourth cocktail of the day. It’s 11 a.m. ‘I’ll rub suntan lotion on your back.’


‘I don’t think that would be a good idea. One of the managers is over there.’


Two men checking into a honeymoon suite doesn’t sit well, even in fairly liberal Dubai. Sharing a ‘Texas King’-sized bed with Mike doesn’t sit well with me either, to be fair, so the diplomatic outcome was a standard single room each with the money left over stuck on the bar tab. Mike’s been drinking elaborately decorated cocktails ever since.


‘Forget about him, Sherry, our love is real.’ Mike places a hand on my knee. The duty manager halts his aimless strolling, sensing an extreme act of Western liberalism, and looks our way.


‘Leave it out, Mike, you’ll get us deported.’


‘Ha, ha, ha, you need to lighten up, man.’ Mike downs the rest of his cocktail, nearly choking on a flower. ‘Come on, I’ve been doing some reconnaissance and I’ve got a shortlist of bikini-clad babes who don’t appear to have any significant others. How about we grab some drinks, find the non-Brits so our stories sound fresh, engage in some initial entente cordiale, then do our civic duty of extending our hands in peaceful, diplomatic, sexual friendship?’


Mike smiles, a bright red petal stuck to his teeth.


Going on holiday has been the worst idea possible. Nothing to do with Mike, in fact – he regularly reaches into my melancholia and pulls me back into reality. Albeit his reality, but a reality nonetheless. The problem is, I want to seep into the cracked floorboards of Heidi’s world.


‘No. I’m going down to the beach for a swim.’ I get off the sun lounger and slip into my flip-flops.


‘Great, I’ll come with you.’


‘No.’


‘Great! I’ll get us some drinks, keep an eye on the ladies and prepare for your return.’


‘No.’


‘Great, I’ll stay here and completely ignore you until it’s time to go back to the airport in three days.’


‘Great.’ I head to the beach.


As I reach the other side of the swimming pool and am just about to open the gate to a sandy path leading down to the beach, Mike calls out, effeminately, ‘Don’t be long, honey!’


Please God, Allah, whoever, kick us out of this country so I can go back to my own bed.


I say Mike is a ‘confidant’, I’ve never told him about my condition. I’ve never told anyone though, so that’s more of a reflection on me than him. Although, whenever I get close to thinking I might tell him, share the load and confide, he opens his big mouth. If I fully understood my secret then it would be easier to share, instead it feels like a shameful failing than a nugget of information. I have no family so this secret has been part of me for as long as I can remember, maybe that’s why I never told Heidi either. If I revealed it, I’d lose a part of me.


The water of the Persian Gulf is only about a ten-minute walk away from the poolside. The horizon is a Rothko in blue, the infinite sky upon the ancient sea. Behind me, Bedouin tents have been crushed by a steel-storm of skyscrapers marching into the sea. Wigthorn this is not. This, a city embracing change, arming itself for the future, exploiting what it has today to rebuild for tomorrow; the other, a seaside town attempting to reignite its fire with damp driftwood. One trying to tame the fantasies of a monarch; the other trying to create dreams from democratic bureaucracy. Progress really is in the eye of the beholder.


Heidi would’ve loved it here – the colours, the rich mix of cultures, the architecture, the light, the futurism contrasting with the traditional, capitalism competing with religion for devotees. Her face would’ve been stuck behind that camera for the whole five days, a technological niqab from which to view this city.


I step out of my flip-flops and leave them on the sand. I don’t care if they get nicked. What a difference sand makes to a beach! My heart almost pings out one beat of joy at the mere touch of its warmth and grainy softness. So much sand here amidst so much construction. They can’t build these fantastical structures on sand. Where do they get their hardcore from? Can’t the Dubai construction industry ship some oil tankers filled with sand to Wigthorn in exchange for all of our bone-crunching, skin-shredding pebbles? We could also exchange a caravan of camels for all of our giant, cafe-invading, ice-cream-eating seagulls.


A woman is sitting on a small stool on the water’s edge in a full burqa, bending down to splash her two children playing in the water. An understanding barges its way through the Heidi traffic jam in my mind. A burqa allows the wearer to interact with the world without the world interacting back. Sounds perfect. I nod to the mother, hoping I can steer this gem of empathy across the Arabian breeze. She averts her eyes. Maybe she’s wishing she could swap it for a swimsuit and jump in with the kids.


The water’s warm, calm and clear. I walk until the waves gently break against my knees. I rarely go beyond this point as I can’t swim, which is a sacrilegious statement to make in this day and age, I know. Maybe now is the time to try. Just keep on walking. I don’t care what happens. The further I get away from civilisation, the better. I need to de-evolve, shed these limbs and re-grow fins, recede back into the water. Sorry, land, it was all a big mistake. Let’s accept our differences and move on.


I march into the Persian Gulf, relinquishing my position at the top of the land-based food chain to become a non-swimming, air-breathing, flailing piece of prey, lower than plankton. I could be eaten before I’m in over my head. Would that pull Heidi out from the shadows? Would she attend my funeral, for what the shallows left behind? Torture herself with what-ifs? Might her final words be ‘If only I gave him some swimming lessons before I ruthlessly dumped him’ before crying herself to sleep?


I don’t want to die. Maybe I’d be willing to sacrifice a leg, an aperitif for a great white shark. I could still work in optometry supported by a prosthetic, but the whole traumatic story would probably make the papers back home. Who am I kidding? I don’t even want to lose a leg. Maybe I’d save one of those kids from a shark . . . in shallow water. A great white so hell-bent on eating children it was willing to risk grounding itself in shallow waters to devour one. I’d be a hero both here and back home, entente cordial indeed. I’d land at Heathrow to a hero’s welcome – banners draped over the terminal, a welcome party waiting to greet me as I descended the steps from the plane. The tabloid press could track down Heidi in an instance, phone-hack their way to her front door and bring her to mine for the ultimate love story, ‘Shark Hero Optometrist Sees Love Again’.


Who am I kidding? They’d call me an optician.


Heidi never explicitly said, ‘I want to be with you’. I assumed everything we’d been through meant the same thing, though. It doesn’t. ‘I love you’ doesn’t mean as much as you might think. It promises a great deal but delivers very little. It’s a verbal pat on the back. Why would anyone gamble away their life on words? ‘I love you’ is not a foundation; it’s a hole in the ground.


Love let me down.


Arrrggghhh! What the fuck was that?


Just above the sand, in the clarity of the water, a school of tiny fish rhythmically dance through my legs. My focus readjusts and a sun-kissed silhouette of myself dances upon the water’s surface, a smashed mirror on the tide. The focus of my immediate future needs to readjust as well. Heidi is gone; my reflection is still a blur – why?


I can’t see my own face. This isn’t a metaphor, an analogy, simile or a physical deficiency; it’s true and has always been so. I cannot see my own face. I can see only the outer reaches: ears, upper forehead and the lower part of my chin. To me, my face is a blur framed by a hollowed out head.


I cannot see if I’ve got icing sugar on my top lip after eating a doughnut. I cannot see if my eyebrows are getting too bushy and wild. I cannot see if an errant nose hair has unravelled itself and is hanging out of my hooter like a jungle vine. I cannot see if a shaving cut has completely healed or when a spot appears one morning. I don’t know what my confused face looks like, nor my face of aggression, shock, quizzicalness, happiness, embarrassment, apathy, or just after a school of tiny fish have rhythmically swam through my legs, scaring the living crap out of me.


I lack the ability to use a mirror as a doorway into the inner dimensions of my mind to search for meaning and self-discovery. There is no reflection of myself to reflect upon. A mirror may as well be a wall. The windows into my soul have been boarded up.


Imagine not being able to look into your own eyes or understand your own face. Imagine not being able to witness those moments of private introspection, when pure thoughts mould your face, the mirror translating and transcribing your innermost contemplations.


Now imagine not being able to see your reflection, your own image, via any medium: mirror, photograph, illustration, video, wood carving, or painting.


Inner beauty and all that crap is true to a point, but how much of your own identity is built upon your own face? Are scars not judged? Is beauty not discriminatory, both positively and negatively? Are personalities not constructed from interactions? Are interactions not initiated upon aesthetics from time to time?


Everyone knows roughly how ‘attractive’ they are, constantly assessing themselves against others. Upon entering a room of strangers, a person will immediately infer their own place within the hierarchy based on properties that can only be physical at that point. Of course, they’ll probably place themselves in the wrong position, but imagine not even being able to do that. Only being able to picture yourself as others have described you – a portrait painted in words, written by other people.


I became an optometrist (not an optician, look it up) so I could look into the eyes of other people because I can’t look into my own. It’s that simple. You don’t need to be a therapist to work out where I’m coming from here. I ain’t a freak though, don’t get me wrong. I’m not locking clients’ faces into some kind of head clamp, supergluing their eyes open as I intensely stare into them hoping for self-discovery and reflection by proxy.


OK. I do look into them hoping for self-discovery and reflection by proxy, but I haven’t got a head clamp and my rapport with customers is excellent.


One of the pockets of my shorts vibrates. Mike’s FaceTiming me.


‘Hello?’


‘Where are you?’


‘In the sea.’


‘What are you doing in there? You can’t swim.’


‘I know.’


Mike raises a cocktail filled with a small rainforest.


‘I’ve got another one of these with your name on it, plus a couple of surprises waiting for you back at base.’ Mike turns back to face the hotel swimming pool. I look back out across the sea. A silence sails across the space between us. ‘There’s nothing out there for you, mate.’


‘I know. I’ll be back in a minute.’


I look at my phone, this extension of Heidi, this window into a virtual, unreal world, this claw that won’t let go . . . and I let go. I throw the phone into the sea, wait for it to sink, and head back to shore – a little quicker than before, as the little fish appear to have stopped dancing and are now nibbling my toes. As I walk out of the sea, the mother meets my eyes and returns the previously ignored nod.


I shuffle into my flip-flops and head back to the pool. Mike is sat on a sun lounger with a couple of pretty, barely clothed, tanned surprises either side of him. I stand on the edge of the pool and look down, my reflection broken by the ripples and cracked by the sunlight. Am I trying to find a shipwreck hiding treasure or filled with skeletons?


Someone far smarter than me, with a name far more unpronounceable than mine, said ‘the face is the soul of the body’. Does that mean I have no soul? How can someone love anyone without a soul? How has my soul shaped my face? Has my soul deformed my face so badly that my brain fails to register it for my own safety?


These are the answers I should be searching for, not Heidi. I need to focus on myself, literally.


‘Sherry!’ Mike stands, passing me a cocktail. ‘Sherry, meet Natalya and Tatyana, two of St. Petersburg’s most beautiful daughters. I call ’em Nats and Tats.’


Of course he does. ‘Hi, Natalya and Tatyana.’ I hold a hand out and they both pull me in for a kiss on each cheek.


‘Shezza, we’re on the continent, don’t be so English.’


‘Dubai, but yes, we’re on a continent.’


‘Nats was just telling me about this nightclub, sounds amazing.’


I’m thirty-five years of age. No nightclub sounds amazing to me at this point in my life. ‘I’m off to check out the souks later on today.’


Natalya’s eyes light up. ‘Buy gold, yes?’


‘No, mirrors actually. Apparently there’re some unusual ones around the—’


‘Oh, jeez.’ Mike performs the universal finger spin around the ear for ‘crazy’. ‘This man just can’t get enough of himself, always getting portraits and mirrors and stuff. Loves himself, he does.’


‘Very handsome man.’


Thanks, Tatyana.


‘We come, yes?’ asks Natalya.


No. Please, this is a personal odyssey of discovery, a search into the self that you couldn’t possibly understand. It’s more fundamental than the question of who I am; it’s the question ‘what do I look like?’ I need to face this alone.


‘Come on, Sherry, don’t be so English.’


I soon demonstrate how English I am by crumbling in the face of public awkwardness. ‘Yeah, sure, let’s all go.’









Chapter Three


TEN MONTHS BEFORE TODAY


Beep.


A text message.


‘Jesus Christ, Sheridan! Can you put your bloody phone down for two minutes?!’


Mike’s asked me round to his flat because he’s organised a surprise. I’ve been on edge ever since. I check my phone. ‘It’s Heidi’s sister, Gemma. She hasn’t seen Heidi either. Nor does she know where she is, what she’s doing, where she’s going, what led up to this, if I’d done anything wrong, said anything wrong or anything whatsoever at all.’


‘She said all that? I thought she didn’t talk much?’


‘Well, she texted “Fuck off Sheridan, you fucking loser”, so I think that covers all bases.’


‘Is she single? I always liked her candidness. You know what my old man always used to say? “Hold on tight to a girl with a loose tongue.”’


‘Remind me, what did he die of again?’


‘Syphilis in extremis. Coffee?’


‘Go on then.’


This visit to Mike’s flat is meant to be social, but I arrived begrudgingly and I shall exit even more begrudgingly to put him off asking me again. Over the past few weeks, our Dubai tans have faded along with the promise I made myself of focusing on finding my own reflection and not finding Heidi. I’ve been lost in social networks, text messaging, phone calls, looking through photos, driving to old haunts, walking down well-trodden paths, all with the aim of finding out what has happened to Heidi. All from the safety of my laptop, on my sofa in my darkened flat.


Heidi’s not dead. Her mum and sister have told me that much. It was meant to put my mind at rest, but it hasn’t. It means she left for a solid, bona fide reason. She wasn’t snatched from me; she left willingly.


Disposing of my phone lasted all of about five days. What I didn’t think about was the wonder of modern technology and ‘the cloud’. As soon as I got a new phone with my existing number and logged in, all my photos and text messages magically resurrected themselves from their digital purgatory. Apparently we live in a disposable culture. Well, I want to live in a deletable culture. I performed a factory reset on my phone. Unfortunately, ‘life’ doesn’t allow for such a clean break.


I’m slouched on Mike’s sofa, devoid of poise or emotion, a bag of cement dropped into a sandpit, focusing on the patterns of the lounge carpet and hoping their wavy lines will weave their way through the worn-out patches and wine stains and onto a hand-stitched master plan. ‘So, what’s this surprise you’ve got me then? I can’t sit around here for ever, I’ve got shit to do.’


‘No you haven’t.’ He’s clanking around in the kitchen, every scrape, bang, and slammed cupboard door grating against my impatience. I can’t afford to lose anything more; this last layer of self-pity is all I’ve got. ‘You’ve got the week off, and I know for a fact you’ve got nothing else planned other than sitting on that bloody computer all day waiting for a sign from Heidi. It ain’t going to come. She went batshit crazy and fucked off. Good riddance, mate.’


‘Shut up, Mike.’ I know he doesn’t mean any malice, he’s just trying to make me feel better, but it does make me think. Maybe it is good riddance. I hope not, otherwise I’m wasting my time searching for her. Maybe it is a waste of time and I just need ‘closure’. Christ, now I’m quoting self-help claptrap. ‘I’ve got an appointment later, so I can’t sit here and listen to your bullshit all day.’


‘OK, OK, Mr Busy, just sit tight. Your surprise will be here any minute.’


‘It’s a person?’ Unwanted thoughts flash through my mind in a nanosecond.


Ding-dong!


‘. . . and here she is.’


‘She? If it’s a stripper or someone like that, I’m leaving.’


‘Jesus Christ, Sherry! Have some faith in your old mucker.’


My faith in my old mucker doesn’t extend very far. He’s shoddy, dishevelled, cuts corners, slapdash, make do . . . I mean, check out the coffee he’s just left me. There’s a touch of an old coffee stain on the rim and bits of undissolved instant coffee floating on top. Subtlety and sophistication are not terms of endearment you could accuse dear old Mike of possessing.
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