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	End of My World

	 

	I dream of that church. Tonight it stands black against a leaden grey sky while water cascades from the heavens. Two windows show a steady, cold light from within.

	This time, I can tear my gaze down from the steeple and the awry cross that tops it. Down to the sodden ground where I stand amidst puddles of midnight blue. They reflect wan stars, stars that should be obscured by the roiling thunderheads above.

	The puddles are scattered across what looks like a barren field. Beyond that, the gloom shrouds any features of the landscape that might give orientation or location.

	A flash of lightning upends my view: black sky, white church, black-lit windows, white field, black puddles, blue stars. A second crash drops me into my body with a jolt that bounces me from the bed. I hit the floor head-and-heels first. As I lie there, separating church from bedroom, Jamie peers at me from the edge of the bed.

	“Attending services?” He smiles as he says it.

	I nod and roll onto my front, then smoothly press myself up, pull my legs in at the peak, and roll back gently to end up sitting against the bed.

	He flexes sideways to rest his chin on my shoulder: “Your mind might be wandering, but your moves are faultless.”

	I turn my head and kiss his nose.

	“Flattery will get you nowhere. Now I need my sleep to rest and to shake what I recall of the dream.” I shrug: “Left more disturbing feelings than details, as usual.”

	“That’s so unfair. Otherwise, you could get Seva to paint them. I bet they’d sell for thousands. Speaking of fairness, that was just mean. You know how much I like seeing you move.”

	“Not sure I’d want her to capture the essence of these dreams. Hold that need for extra exercise. I have a rehearsal with Pat later.”

	He pushes himself forward so he can look me in the eye.

	“You’re spending time in the studio with Patrick Stephens, the man who brought you out?”

	I kiss his nose again: “Yes. Along with six others, including his boy of the moment, Cal. Which means I will be in dire need of extra exercise by the time I get home.”

	He slides himself back, rolls over and chuckles: “I expect bitchy snitching and scurrilous gossip.”

	I raise my bum far enough off the floor that I can simply push myself back onto the bed with my legs. As he sits up and swivels to lie beside me, I tap his nose.

	“You’ll have to make do with my usual whinging and character assassination. Unless you’d like to invite Tonya over?”

	“I’ve had my fill of Miss Scout Camp ’89 for this month.”

	“That makes two of us. Right, hands off my cheeks and settle down.”

	He sighs theatrically: “The need for extra exercise ran off and hid when you mentioned Tonya.”

	With a smile, I kiss him properly, then roll over: “Goodnight, Jamie.”

	I feel his back come to rest against mine: “G’night, Roy.”

	 

	The church stands in a lake of deep red as the rain pours down and I slowly sink, hands flailing to reach the branches - silhouetted against grey skies - above. There’s a moment for climactic awakening from this nightmare as I go under, but I know sleep lies after drowning, although fighting it is only natural. So, I take a deep breath of the crimson waters. All I have to do is not wake up from the instinctive terror, and the church will stand watch over me, ensuring all other dreams sink before I see them. Sleep is tinged with distant thunder that fades as I dive deeper into its welcome embrace. I have nothing to fear, now. The church will bring me back.

	 

	It stands in the barren field amidst pools of yellow fed from the citrine waters that crash down. The lightning is white and loud and drop-pulls me from the dream to find its kin flashing outside while the wind howls and rain lashes our windows.

	“Iä y’ha! That’s not funny.” Jamie stops glaring at the weather and switches to prosaic swearing as he bundles his gear into a rucksack and skins himself into his waterproofs over just shorts and T-shirt.

	He smiles and waves cheerfully, then applauds me as I manage to be sitting on the edge of the bed by the time he sets off for work.

	“If I don’t drown, I’ll be back in time to save you from the post-Pat blues.”

	 

	The weather makes the trip to the studio miserable, but with the odd exhilaration that sometimes comes from being caught out in rain. Cal being a little prick and Pat letting him get away with it makes the evening plain miserable. Thoughts of Jamie, dinner, and a late, hot shower call me homewards through a torrential downpour that seems to be getting worse.

	An empty apartment greets me: chilly, dark and faintly damp.

	“Jamie?”

	He’s nowhere about, nor is his bike. Checking my phone, I find no calls. A worried and careful check of the various messaging is likewise fruitless. I call Alef.

	“Da, Roy?”

	“Seen Jamie? He’s not back yet.”

	“Thought he’d skipped me to get back to you. Let me check messages.”

	There’s a moments silence, then: “Nada. I’ll call Seva and Brin.”

	“Thanks. I’ll try Lucy and Richard.”

	Ten minutes later, I’ve run out of ideas for who he’d visit for long enough to be late. Rain drums against the windows and riotous gusts moan through the cables hanging over the street. I’m gazing out of the window when a lurid flash of lightning turns the night starkly negative, and I see an awry cross set against the arc-welder brightness of the sky. It’s like my insides have been doused with ice water. As the afterimage fades, I can’t see any combination of rooftop clutter that could have formed it.

	There’s a knock at the door. Actually, it’s a pounding. Like someone’s already knocked once or twice and is fed up with standing in the rain. Rushing across, I open the door to find two uniformed men. The icy dousing sensation happens again. They both present warrant cards for my inspection.

	“Mister Neilder? Roy Neilder?”

	“Yes.”

	“May we please come in, sir?”

	I bring myself back from cold paralysis, apologise, and let them in.

	“Coffee?”

	“No thank you, sir. We’re here about James Thwaite.”

	My step toward the kitchen turns into a pivot back around to face them.

	“What’s happened?”

	The taller of the two clears his throat.

	“Mister Thwaite was involved in an accident earlier this evening, sir. We’re sorry, sir, but he was killed. We’re very sorry for your loss, sir.”

	I can’t take my eyes off the tall one’s mouth. The words coming out? I swear I can see them fall, they’re so heavy.

	“Did he suffer?”

	The shorter one replies: “It was a multi-vehicle collision, sir. Jamie- Mister Thwaite may have been aware of it starting, but died instantly.”

	The mouth on the tall one moves up and down as he nods vigorously while continuing to talk: “Blow to the head, sir. Never knew what hit him, sir.”

	“Is there someone who can come round, sir? Can we call anyone for you?” The short one seems genuinely concerned.

	I look at my hands. They’ve turned white.

	“No, thank you. I’ll call some friends in a minute. Need a moment. You know. Just a quiet moment alone, first.”

	“Yes, sir. We’ll go, then.”

	“Once again, sir, sorry for your loss.”

	The front door closes. I presume they’ve gone. My white hands reach up and out and back and touch my face and they’re not his hands and they never will be his hands and the floor is there to catch me and I tow the rug we bought in San Francisco into a ball with me, turning and rolling and sliding until it and I are one and I’m not cold on the outside and I’m going down while the rain falls without and within.

	 

	It stands on a rocky promontory, grey in the light of a waxing moon that floats in a sky mottled with clouds and devoid of stars. The drizzle strikes lightly upon my face, chilling my cheeks. Leaning forward, I see waves breaking far below, spume dancing in a wild wind I don’t feel. As a wave breaks across the rocky expanse at the foot of the cliffs, I see someone wave. Crouching down, I see a body, outflung arm moved by the churning waters. With my eyes accustomed, more bodies, strewn like broken dolls, become clear. So many, so far below, so small. Nothing but fleshy detritus upon a barren shore.

	There are words on the wind. A chant? They’re getting louder.

	 

	Visitation

	 

	“Tl’chq rh’qul.” A woman’s voice uttering words that mean something to part of me.

	“Roy.” The same voice, calling me.

	I open my eyes and find my vision occupied by pale thighs adorned with spiralling blue tattoos. The knees are too close to focus on, thin purple lines are all I can see of a very short skirt, and her knickers are blood red with gold filigree embroidery.

	“Eyes up.”

	My gaze rises to order. I meet a pair of lively brown eyes regarding me from a thin face adorned with makeup in shades of azure. It’s subtle work, intended to look like nothing special until you get close.

	“Hello, Roy. I’m Jenny.”

	“How did you get in?”

	She holds up a key: “Jamie gave me this. In case of emergencies.”

	I struggle and finally extricate a hand from the cocoon of fabric I’m caught in. I wave her away: “Give me a moment.”

	“I’ll make coffee.”

	Jamie. Ah, damn. Jamie. We’d had years, but were still getting to know each other. So many stories untold, so much we wanted to know about the separate lives that ended with us meeting at Lucy’s party.

	Dry-eyed, I look across at this Jenny I’ve never heard of. She moves about the kitchen with a hint of familiarity, and she moves well. I know my physiques, and hers is in… Yes. Predatory form. She reminds me of the way leopards move. 

	“You’re staring again.”

	She’s also observant.

	“What did you say to me?”

	She stops: “When?”

	“Before you said my name. You said something in a foreign language. I’ve heard it before.”

	“It’s a charm my mother taught me. For rescuing those caught in dreaming grief.” She looks at me and smiles: “To bring people back from the church.”

	The room flashes into negative. Thunder rolls in my head. I find myself sitting on the floor, Jenny’s hand on my shoulder.

	“Before you ask: Jamie told me.” She stands up and gestures to the left: “Your coffee is on the table by the armchair. Best not have you on a stool for this conversation.”

	I roll over and simply crawl where she indicated. The fine tremors in my limbs are worrying. Could they be some sort of delayed shock? Carefully dragging myself into the armchair, I slump down. The tremors pass, but something still isn’t right.

	“You’re very aware of your body, aren’t you?”

	Observant.

	“Yes. Right now, something’s not right with it.”

	“Drink the coffee. I’ve added something to help with the problems you’re experiencing.”

	“Pardon?”

	“Drink the coffee, Roy. Don’t get testy. If you don’t drink the coffee in the next half hour, you’ll be impaired for life.”

	I start to rise from the chair. Her knee hits my sternum and the air rushes out of me. Long-fingered hands land on either arm of the chair. Her eyes blaze down at me.

	“Cutting to the chase: you’re experiencing some side effects because your allergy medication is interacting with the stuff I injected into you. I did it so I could question you while you were out, saving me time and meaning I don’t have to kill you because the questions gave things away.” She makes a face: “Jamie wouldn’t want you dead, and wouldn’t want me to kill you.”

	What on earth is going on?

	She climbs off me, glancing back quickly as I make myself comfortable and reach for the coffee with a trembling arm.

	“Good. After you’ve drunk it, we can talk. I’m going to have to stay for a while anyway, to make sure there aren’t any further aftereffects.”

	Who on earth…? Never mind. I drink the coffee. By the time I’ve drained the mug, I feel better and my arm isn’t shaking.

	Jenny watches me put the empty mug down.

	“Looking good. A rapid response is always encouraging.”

	I lift my left hand and look at it, then hold it out in front of me. Not even a quiver.

	“I guess I should thank Jamie for me not being murdered while drugged.”

	She shrugs: “No matter. It would look like a suicide by the time I’d finished.” She smiles: “He was so grateful to you for becoming his boyfriend without asking too much about his past.”

	Curious.

	“Why?”

	“If you found out about his past, it would make you ask about his present, and that would have been a difficult conversation for both of you.”

	“Does it matter? He’s gone.”

	Damn. Why aren’t I more wrecked about that? Oh, come on. I look at her. She smiles. Was my expression that obvious?

	“Correct. I’ve done something with your grief. I hate people sobbing when I’m talking to them.”

	“Do I get it back? Is whatever you did liable to kill me in the process?”

	“Yes. No.”

	Comforting. I’m stuck in my home with a madwoman who, who…? Knew… Jamie?

	“What were you to him?”

	She blinks in surprise.

	“My, you’re a fast processor. Should I?” She frowns: “I guess he would’ve liked you to know.”

	Jenny kicks off the stool at the breakfast bar and hops over the back of the settee opposite me. Landing bum-first, she swings her legs up onto the coffee table.

	Piercing eyes lock with mine: “What do you know about Jamie before Brighton?”

	I swallow. Damn, this woman’s disconcerting.

	“Not much. In his late twenties, insisting he’s in his early twenties. Had a long-time ‘weakness’ for big, confident women that battled a preference for fit men. Never wanted to see if that led anywhere, though. More of an erotic frisson for him, I guess. It’s what started us talking at Lucy’s party, me laughing at him desperately trying to hide his erection from a big lady who was clearly interested in seeing all that and more.”

	She snaps her fingers: “No need for the reminiscence. Just the history.”

	“Before Brighton, I think he was in Oxford. He went there after a short while in London. Prior to that, he lived in Seattle. Had a relationship there that ended so badly he left the USA. His early life, he never really mentioned. I picked up on a few things: farming, drought, sunsets in the Midwest, wild dogs, and if he was really put out, he’d swear in some language I always presumed was the dialect of some native American tribe.”

	“Y’i-a ha th’lilla cho?”

	I jump: “Yes, that. Exactly that. I’ve heard him say it. What does it mean?”

	She smiles: “It doesn’t translate well. Too many implicit concepts. Nearest thing that makes some sort of sense would be ‘Do you know the rain?’ It’s an expression of exasperation.”

	“Exasperation at what?”

	“Anything taking too long. Specifically, someone taking too long to do one thing. In the original usage, there are hints of dependency, like the one thing is part of a sequence of things and the delay holds up everything beyond that point.”

	“He had another one he used more than that. Used to whisper it when he got home, just after he closed the front door. Began with something like ‘chala’?”

	She nods: “Ch’ala che’iin.”

	“That’s it!”

	“Means ‘this is my place’. It’s a mantra; the last line of a gratitude ritual.”

	“You know the language well?”

	There’s that smile again.

	“We were taught in the same school, except Jamie never paid attention to what he considered the boring stuff.”

	“An action man even back then?”

	That gets a laugh: “Iä! So true. Always about the punch, never about the reason.”

	A strange term, but it fits – fitted – Jamie so well. ‘About the punch’. Yes.

	“What else?”

	“He loved working out. He could fix or build computers. Was good at that, said he’d trained in it, but hated doing it. Loved working anywhere he could meet sober people. Very specific about that. No drunks, so no bar work. Never seen anyone so happy in a job working at a warehouse outlet for a big DIY franchise. He’d been there, what…? Four years?”

	“Five years, eight months. He got the job two months after arriving in Brighton.”

	I look at her. I’ve got nothing to say because nothing makes sense anymore. It’s like everything I thought was true has turned jagged and ill-fitting. Jamie’s dead. Despite every reason not to, I believe this woman knew him well. Grew up with him, if I interpret it properly. How come he never mentioned her? Every boyfriend, girlfriend and good friend, the father he hasn’t spoken to since before Seattle and the mother who sends him cards at Halloween but never calls. No siblings. Where does Jenny fit in the history of Jamie?

	I hear rain. Looking out the window, it’s not outside. Wha-? No, it’s in my mind; clearing the distractions so I see that I asked Jenny the question the wrong way round.

	“What was Jamie to you, Jenny?”

	She rocks like something hit her.

	“You’ve got night at your side, Roy, and you don’t even know it.”

	What? Getting tired of this.

	“Be that as it may, I would like you to tell me about the Jamie you knew, and why he never mentioned you to me when he mentioned everyone else who meant something to him. I don’t want it flashback and anecdote style, either. Start at the beginning, finish when you came in to our house and shot me full of something that could’ve killed me.”

	 

	To the Madness

	 

	Jenny gets up, takes my cup and fetches me a refill, being careful to ensure I can see her make it. She grabs herself a can of Jamie’s fizz from the fridge. She looks at the label and smiles: “Still hooked on the soda pop.” With a shake of her head, she cracks the can and resumes her seat.

	“I’m a year older than Jamie. We didn’t meet until his fifth birthday, when I was bloodgifted with him.” Seeing my expression, she raises a hand.

	“You’ve asked me straight, and I find I need to do this, so just roll with the weird, because you can’t have your answer without getting the strange. They are inseparable. Take it from me that the world you see and think you know is shallow and recent. Where my people come from, it’s regarded as an aberration.”

	The hand goes down. She leans back and stares at the ceiling. With a laugh, she points at the children’s glow-in-the-dark stars Jamie had put up before I moved in.

	“He had those painted on his ceiling back home.” She walks her finger from over the kitchen to the roof of the window bay above our heads: “The Hyades, Piscus Austrinis, the Pleiades, Ursa Minor, Lyra.”

	“Significance being?”

	She glances at me: “We have a very different mythology to you. Those are mentioned. He liked something about them, never told me why.”

	Nice snippet. Now get back to it, odd visitor.

	“You were bloodgifted?”

	“Yes. It’s like an arranged marriage without the implication of happily ever after. Anyway, that’s when we met. After that, we became like sister and brother. We got everywhere, did everything. Training, hunting, slaughtering, butchering, daubing, it was one great big adventure. Years went by. He learned the physical stuff well; the theoretical, he barely paid attention to. A side effect of that was him becoming useless for undercover work.

	“If he needed an answer for anything ‘too clever’, he’d come and find me.” She grins: “Or find me and come. Sex was taught early and never prohibited, except when it was. The Elders never bothered to explain, just separated the players, said you couldn’t do sex with whatever it was or they were, and that was the end of it.”

	Keeping quiet is one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done.

	“So, I’d been helping my parents since I was twelve. I get to fourteen and am off doing things to actively further the cause. I’d only got a year before the bloodgift came due, so I had a lot to do. I was so busy I didn’t get a chance to spot Jamie having problems - not that I think he’d have given any warning. Being ‘about the punch’ means you rarely give yourself away during preparation, because there isn’t any preparation. In his case, I’m not convinced he knew until he reacted to the situation on that night.

	“A week before the ceremony, I came back to prepare. I find Jamie gone and Elder Peters dead. Everyone knew Elder Peters was going to get done in eventually. He got too excited in a bad way after a few drinks, and he did love to drink. Not so bad when he just called things up to cavort with because we always had the means ready to deal with what he didn’t tidy up. Him getting excited with one of the congregation was usually when a few of the Chosen would intervene. After he dodged them one night and nailed Billy Carnes to a barn door because he wouldn’t stop trying to escape being raped, we knew his days were numbered.

	“Elder Peters had been drinking, but doing it at home, so the Chosen were only keeping a perfunctory watch. What they didn’t know was he’d got Jamie’s mother gagged and hogtied to a post in his bedroom. How Jamie found out, we’ll never know. His father never said a thing about all of it, just lit out and moved in with Crocodile Sue the following day. Rumour was that Jamie’s dad got fed up with Jamie’s mum preferring to play with Jamie rather than him and quietly gifted her to Elder Peters.”

	She glances at me: “I’m drifting, I know. So, Jamie’s gone, his mother is alive, and Elder Peters did not die well. Took a long time over that dying, too. As you can imagine, there was all sorts of unhappiness. Some of the simpler members of the congregation wanted to call those behind the rain. That was quickly rejected. Then someone spots me and the problem of Jamie not being present to celebrate the gifting comes up.”

	She takes a ragged breath.

	“A bloodgift is where two are offered, one is taken, one is left, so two remain, but one is different. A balance. Don’t ask me for details, you wouldn’t believe them. After a lot of meetings and praying and rituals to appease the aforementioned simpler part of the congregation, the decision was revealed. I had been bloodgifted along with Jamie. Therefore, I would go in alone, to play a double role and likely take double toll.

	“Well, it didn’t go well. I got taken, and then I got left. Two Elders were stricken. I thought it was clear: me left and two drowned, one in balance and one as a warning. Instead, the fools blamed my parents! Said the marks that appeared on my flesh,” she points to the tattoos on her thighs, “were a sign of my inadequacy. I didn’t know my parents had only moved in shortly before I was born. To the rest of those inbreds, I was new blood, and impure. Mum, dad and I only just made it out alive. Killed a few on the way out, including some Elders and Chosen.”

	She glances at me: “Easy, there. I’m getting to Jamie. It’s all relevant.”

	“So, we found ourselves out in the shallow world. Papa was a carpenter, so work could be found, and mama did waitressing. We kept ourselves to ourselves at the fringe of communities where the lonely god didn’t have too strong a grip. Places where we could get to open water at night. The congregation had declared us impure, but my parents said they didn’t have the right to decide. The only authority that could do that was the one we all answered to: them behind the rain.

	“We all went down to the water one night, soon after finding our first place away from the congregation. We stood hip deep in pouring rain, shed blood, and pled for guidance. The water lit up like lava and the rain turned black. We were good with them behind the rain. So good, they gave mama and papa a glimpse of the righteous way the congregations had abandoned. While my parents were in ecstasy, I promised myself to that cause, then asked about Jamie. They let me know he was doing what he needed to do, and they were content to wait, as my gifting was of the greater use. At some point, Jamie would have to make a decision between the two ways of life he could have. Choosing to continue with one of them, he’d live. Choosing the other way, he’d die. Bloodgift is irrevocable, and his was the role of the one untaken.”

	Jenny bounces up off the settee. The tattoos on her thighs are shining! The hairs on my body stand up.

	“He chose the other way, Roy. I’m sure he did it because of you.”

	This is too much, too crazy. I hear the rain and darkness rushes in. I feel myself fall back, don’t feel myself land.

	 

	End of Ways

	 

	The sky is riven by lightning and the church stands there, two cold lights in its windows brighter than that which streaks across the sky.

	Darkness. A moonless night. I’ve never been here without a moon somewhere in the sky.

	Lightning flashes and I see I’m standing in what looks like floodwater. Clumps of taller grasses break the silvered surface.

	Darkness, just the lights of the church.

	The lightning strikes down and I see a crooked tree beyond the church shed limbs as it flares up.

	In the darkness that follows, I see the trunk glowing red, desultory flames chasing each other into embers that fade away uncaught.

	There is a mighty double flash and I see the doors of the church are open, the tall rectangle of their frame outlining utter black.

	“Ktz’jo rh’loq nch’nur.” A voice from within.

	The water screams as it rains up into the sky, pelting the clouds until they give way to reveal the stars.

	This is how it ends.

	I can sleep now.

	 

	Falling

	 

	“Welcome back.” 

	Jenny puts a coffee down on the bedside table. Catching my eye, she smiles.

	“Nothing added except milk and sugar.”

	It’s morning. I peer about. I’m in bed?

	“Yes, I dragged you out of the armchair and dumped you on the bed. Yes, I took your clothes off. Yes, I gave you something to help you sleep. No, it won’t kill you.”

	She’s got a short jacket on and a bag slung over one shoulder.

	“You’re leaving?”

	“Thought about it doing it earlier. Decided I should do right by Jamie and finish what I started. You stay put and sip your breakfast.”

	She sits down on the end of the bed, turning my way and swinging one leg up so she can see me comfortably.

	“Like I said, I think he chose to renege when the time came to decide, and I’m sure he didn’t give it much thought then. I don’t think he knew when that time would come, and I’m also sure he hoped it would be many years from now. Apart from that, I have no idea of the details of his life. I kept tabs on him as soon as I could - without giving the both of us away - but I stayed clear.”

	I raise the hand that doesn’t have a mug of delicious coffee in it.

	“You said he gave you a key.”

	She smiles: “Got it from his effects at the hospital and lied to you.”

	I’ve got nothing I can follow that sort of candour with. Go with the obvious, then.

	“So, what do you have to add to last night’s information?”

	She tilts her head and smiles: “That thing he had for big women? His mother is a big lady.”

	“Strange as it may seem, on top of everything else: I don’t think I wanted to have that nagging suspicion confirmed.”

	“Just filling in the details. You weren’t specific about censoring them for your delicate sensibilities.”

	I give her what I hope is a withering stare.

	“So, in the years since the night when we stood in the waters, I’ve been all over the world working towards the goals my parents were shown. When they were betrayed – by the congregation, I might add - I carried on, adding revenge upon their killers to the list. It’ll all come to pass. When doing something to further the cause gave me an option of coming to the town where Jamie lived, I took that option.

	“I don’t think it’s chance Jamie died while I’m nearby. The powers I serve don’t do coincidence. However, I’m at a loss as to what they’re trying to get me to achieve. The ‘signs and portents’ communication method is so secure, sometimes even the correct recipient has no clue what the message says.” She grins.

	“I have to go and work on that, as well as a lot of other things. One last thing: make sure Jamie is cremated. Even if you think I’m a complete headcase, please have him cremated.”

	I try to tell her he insisted on being buried, but my mouth isn’t working.

	“That’s the sedative I put in your coffee to give me enough time to put a good distance between us, just in case you’re inclined to call the police or attempt something equally silly.”

	I wave a slow fist in her direction.

	She smiles, then steps forward, presses my shaking fist down, and leans in to kiss me on the forehead: “Goodbye, Roy. Don’t get yourself killed.”

	 

	The church is waiting under a crimson full moon, windows lit, doors closed. The fields are pockmarked with water-filled craters. The moon’s reflection makes it seem like they’re filled with blood. It may be blood, but I’ll not try to investigate. The night is deathly quiet and right now, the stillness here is what I need. I don’t even try to move or look about. Just watch the moon traverse the sky above the church and wait to see if the light shining forth wavers in the slightest. I feel a calm settle upon me. After a while, I see my breath mist the air. Lowering my gaze, I see the craters have iced over. Looking down, I see the water covering my feet has frozen too. In fright I try to lift a foot. Instead of it rising, my calf shatters. I teeter, arms flailing, then my other ankle cracks clean through and I topple forwards.

	 

	Ashes

	 

	I fall off the bed. Grovelling and twitching around on the floor, I find my feet are numb and realise I’ve slept on top of the duvet. I’m really cold. With a lot more effort than I feel it should take, I drag myself across and into the shower cubicle, contort myself painfully around so I can close the door, then reach up and turn it on, pushing the lever across to ‘Hot’.

	A long while later I come out of the shower, dry off, and spend even longer going through a full workout routine. After that, I have a huge English breakfast. I’m reaching for a cup on the side when a thought hits me. I put every cup out in the open into the dishwasher, then empty the kettle, fill it, boil it, tip it away and make a fresh one. Just in case she left any parting gifts.

	That done, I feel much better. Until I check my messages. There are a lot of frantic people. Checking my phone, I find Jamie died two days ago! Jenny put me down for a whole day. Damn that woman.

	The grief I’d been missing takes me off my feet. I crawl to the bed and cry my eyes out, finishing the purging she interrupted. Hours later, I make another coffee and start the horrible process of burying a loved one. 

	While the world falls apart inside you, the one you move through doesn’t seem to care. People say the right things, but they’re dealing with their loads. They don’t need more, can’t help much beyond dredging up the proper words. That, too, is grief interpreting the world for me, getting in the way of a reasonable view. There’s a lot of things to organise and many, many bills to pay. By the time the funeral comes round, I’m about empty.

	The service at Hove Cemetery is brief, with colourful attendees and serious words. He goes into the ground with a knotwork wreath from his mother lying on his casket, with the watch he broke at Lucy’s party slipped round the middle of it. He always said it was our engagement ring. I’ve no need of it anymore. Jamie’s gone, and so, in part, am I. Maybe that’ll come back. I’m not sure.

	That night, the sky above the church is ash grey, with neither cloud nor stars to distract from the new moon that shines brightly, right above that awry cross.

	The ground is a snowy meadow – or it’s covered in ashes. It doesn’t matter. On the pond off to my right, a black swan preens before settling to sleep.

	This will do. I can rest.

	 

	Phoenix with a Broken Wing

	 

	Spring turns to summer and the world carrying on slowly ceases to be an affront. I don’t like it, but Jamie’s half-page will left everything to me. I spend a while thinking about what Jamie would want me to do. I spend longer thinking about what I want to do. Both of those occur during daily, then weekly, visits to his grave.

	Throughout this time, I only remember dreaming occasionally of a tranquil church under starless skies, with a reed-circled pond, and that black swan either preening or sleeping nearby. 

	Habit wins out. I need a routine and my friends need to see me apparently getting on with my life, so they can stop worrying – and stop turning up unannounced on my doorstep at all hours. Going back to the studio is hard, but I quickly discover something has changed within me. The first time Cal is a petty little bitch to my face, I punch him in the mouth. When he gets up and tries to make something of it, I kick him in the balls.

	Patrick suggests I might like to take a few more days away. I suggest he might like to grow a spine and run the troupe rather than using it as a self-promoting hobby and occasional bitch-fight arena with getting into bed with him as the inadequate prize.

	To my - and many others - surprise, he steps up to the challenge. Rainbow Charade changes its name to Tiger Fox inside a month, complete with rebranded promotional gear and kit, too. A fortnight later, we start working four nights a week, showcasing original pieces on the first two nights. Within a couple of months, we’re getting rave reviews. Things are really looking up.

	A month after that, I quit. There are several excellent students more than ready to step in, and my heart isn’t in it anymore. I keep up my personal trainer gigs, but they’re purely to make money.

	The dance, the movement that set me free, the joy of flowing through the choreography, of aiming for flawless spectacle in my performances, is gone. 

	I don’t understand it, nor does anyone I speak to, even the grief counsellors. However, they are quick to point out that everyone grieves differently. Maybe I have unresolved grieving to finish before I can truly move on.

	That’s where I am, wandering what to do with my life while folded into a leisurely Kala Bhairavasana – the only asana Jamie refused to attempt – when there’s a knock at the door.

	They knock twice more while I unwind myself. I throw on a T-shirt on the way to the door. Opening it, I find a man and a woman, both in two-piece suits. She has a briefcase. He already has his hand out to shake mine.

	“Mister Neilder?”

	“Yes.”

	He stops shaking my hand.

	“May we come in?”

	“That would depend on what this is about.”

	The woman steps forward, hand out to offer me a business card.

	“We’re with Dalton and Hale, sir. We’re lawyers who’ve been engaged by Asquith Funeral Directors to deal with matters pertaining to the unfortunate incident at Hove Cemetery.”

	Looking at the crude business card, I presume that she is ‘Alicia’ and he ‘Michael’. I also reach for my phone to check out ‘Dalton and Hale’. 

	Online information is thin but without derogatory comment. It is at pains to point out that the two of them comprise the whole company, though. There are no support staff. Which is why their rates are comparatively low, apparently.

	I step back and wave them in before checking further, something Jamie always hated me doing.

	Michael’s barely inside before he asks.

	“I trust the service provided by Asquith was to your satisfaction?”

	Alicia takes a seat and gestures urgently him to take one. I hear her whisper vehemently at him.

	“Let him finish what he’s doing, Mike.”

	The man glares at her, then takes a seat.

	Their office is in Peacehaven. Neither of them have social media that causes me concern. 

	Taking the armchair opposite the settee where they are, I focus on Alicia.

	“What incident?”

	Michael starts speaking: “Sadly, there was an-”

	I raise my hand: “I wasn’t asking you.” It’s a cheap trick, one my father taught me. She likes the formality, he gets a little angry, maybe lets something slip. Not sure if it’s necessary, but something about this makes me wary.

	Alicia smiles: “There was a freak accident near Hove Cemetery. A water main. I don’t have the technical details, but something about the position and pressure means a part of the cemetery was inundated. Your partner’s grave was one of those affected.”

	Michael’s looking uncomfortable.

	“Affected? In what way, exactly?”

	She opens her briefcase and examines a document.

	“Submerged, Mister Neilder. The headstone tumbled into the waterlogged grave. What mementos and keepsakes were there have been washed away and lost. Unfortunately, the-”

	Michael interrupts: “We believe the headstone struck and weakened the casket-”

	I raise both hands.

	“You’re dancing around the actual reason for this visit. Tell me.”

	They exchange glances. Michael tips his head toward me. Alicia puts the document down and looks at me.

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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