

    
        
          Still Breathing

        

        
        
          SM Cloete

        

        
          Published by shaun cloete, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      STILL BREATHING

    

    
      First edition. September 9, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 SM Cloete.

    

    
    
      Written by SM Cloete.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Still Breathing

PREFACE

INTRODUCTION

PART I: THE FRACTURE

PART II: FIRST LIGHT

PART III: THE WIDE WORLD

PART IV – THE UNRAVELLING

PART V: STILL BREATHING

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

Further Reading: Tomorrow Wears Many Faces


PREFACE

INTRODUCTION

PART I: THE FRACTURE


CHAPTER 1: IMPACT

CHAPTER 2: THRESHOLD


PART II: FIRST LIGHT


CHAPTER 3: EYES OPEN

CHAPTER 4: SMALL THINGS

CHAPTER 5: THE LIST

CHAPTER 6: LEAVING


PART III: THE WIDE WORLD


CHAPTER 7: HORIZON

CHAPTER 8: THE WORK

CHAPTER 9: DEPTH

CHAPTER 10: STORM

CHAPTER 11: MAKING

CHAPTER 12: THE LONG ROAD

CHAPTER 13: ARRIVAL


PART IV – THE UNRAVELLING


CHAPTER 14: CRACKS

CHAPTER 15: RESISTANCE

CHAPTER 16: THE PEAK

CHAPTER 17: COLLAPSE


PART V: STILL BREATHING


CHAPTER 18: THE ROOM

CHAPTER 19: BREATH


AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PREFACE


[image: ]


This is a work of fiction.

It began, however, in a place that was not invented. Over the years I have lost friends to sudden accidents - moments in which an ordinary day simply stopped. In the aftershock I found myself returning, again and again, to the same quiet question: what continues inside a person when the body is held in that long, uncertain pause between injury and outcome? What does the mind do with the time it is given, or the time it is denied?

I do not claim to know the answer. No one who has not been there can know it. But the question stayed with me, and eventually it asked for a story.

Still Breathing is the story that formed in response. It is not a record of any real life, nor an attempt to speak for those who cannot speak. It is an imaginative act shaped by the pain of watching lives end without warning, and by the equally particular wonder of what might still be unfolding in the dark when the outside world has already begun to count the days.

The novella is concerned with ordinary things - the sound of rain, the weight of a hand, the decision to fix a ceiling, the decision to keep walking - because those are the things that become visible when everything else is threatened. It is concerned with the stubbornness of awareness, and with the possibility that the mind, faced with the end of a life, may refuse to accept the ending and continue living anyway, in whatever form it can manage.

I offer this book not as consolation, and not as explanation. Only as one attempt to stay with a question that has no final answer, and to honour, in the only way available to me, the friends whose absence first made the question necessary.
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The last thing he registered was the sound.

Not the impact itself - that arrived as pure force, a sudden and absolute compression of the world - but the sound that followed it. A long, metallic shriek that seemed to tear the air open from the inside. Then silence so complete it felt like pressure against the eardrums.

He was aware, for a fractured second, of the steering wheel no longer where it should have been, of glass becoming a fine, glittering dust in the air, of the seatbelt locking hard across his chest. After that the sequence broke. Time no longer moved in a straight line. It folded.

There was a moment in which he understood, with perfect clarity, that something irreversible had occurred. The knowledge arrived without panic. It was simply a fact, clean and final, like the edge of a blade.

Then the dark took him.

It was not the ordinary dark of closed eyes or a switched-off room. This dark had weight. It pressed inward from every direction at once, dense and absolute. Somewhere inside it, far below the surface of whatever he still was, a thin thread of awareness continued. It did not think in words. It only registered the absence of everything that had been present a moment before: the road, the afternoon light, the unfinished conversation on the radio, the small ordinary plans for the evening.

He drifted.

Later - though “later” had no meaning here - something began to form at the edge of the dark. Not light, not yet. More like the memory of light. A pale, uncertain shimmer that refused to resolve. With it came the faintest suggestion of sound: a low, rhythmic pulse, mechanical and distant, like the heartbeat of a machine that did not know it was being listened to.

He moved toward it without deciding to.

The shimmer strengthened. Shapes began to gather inside it - edges, surfaces, the rough geometry of a room. A ceiling. The outline of a window. The pale green of a wall he did not recognise. And beneath it all, that steady mechanical pulse, patient and indifferent.

He tried to open his eyes.

For a long time nothing answered. Then, slowly, the lids lifted. Light entered, soft and filtered, and with it came the first true sensation since the impact: the dry, slightly sour taste of his own mouth, the weight of a blanket across his legs, the cool press of air against his face.

He was alive.

The thought did not arrive as relief. It arrived as surprise, quiet and almost impersonal. He lay still, recording what remained. The body reported itself in fragments - a deep ache along the left side, a stiffness in the neck, the distant throb of something that might have been a broken rib. Pain, yes, but contained. Manageable. Present.

A figure moved at the edge of his vision. Soft shoes on linoleum. The faint scent of antiseptic and soap.

“You’re awake,” a voice said. Female. Controlled. Kind in the practised way of people who have said the same words many times.

He turned his head. The movement was slow and costly. A young woman in pale blue stood beside the bed, clipboard held against her chest. Behind her, a window showed a square of sky so ordinary it nearly undid him.

“How long?” he asked. The words came out rough, scraped raw.

She checked the chart, though he sensed she already knew the answer.

“Three days,” she said. “You were in an accident. You’re in hospital. You’re safe now.”

Safe.

He let the word settle. Outside the window a bird crossed the square of sky and vanished. Somewhere beyond the glass, traffic moved. The world, it seemed, had continued without him.

He closed his eyes again, not from exhaustion, but from the sudden, overwhelming knowledge that he had been given something he had no right to expect.

A second chance.

When he opened them once more, the light had shifted. Afternoon had begun to lean toward evening. The nurse had gone. In her place sat someone he knew - a face from the life that had existed before the sound and the dark. The expression on that face was careful, almost afraid, as if smiling too soon might break whatever fragile arrangement had returned him.

He tried to speak and found that the simplest sentence was enough.

“I’m still here.”

The person beside the bed reached for his hand. The contact was warm and real and ordinary. In that moment he understood, with a clarity that would stay with him, that ordinary was the most precious thing he had ever been given.

He did not yet know what the years ahead would contain, or whether they would contain anything at all.

He only knew that the dark had released him, and that the world, against every expectation, was still there, waiting.

He breathed in.

The air was cool and clean and filled with the faint, unmistakable scent of rain on the way.
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CHAPTER 1: IMPACT

The last thing he registered was the sound.

Not the impact itself that arrived as pure force, a sudden and absolute compression of the world - but the sound that followed it. A long, metallic shriek that seemed to tear the air open from the inside. Then silence so complete it felt like pressure against the eardrums.

He had been driving the familiar stretch of road that curved along the edge of the industrial estate, the one he took every Thursday after the late shift at the design firm. The afternoon was ordinary in the way that later becomes unbearable to remember. Low sun angled across the windscreen, turning the dust on the glass into a soft haze. A pale sky washed almost white. The radio played something forgettable at low volume - a song he half-recognised from years earlier but could not name. He had been thinking, with the mild, habitual irritation of a man who has postponed too many things, about the call he still needed to make to his sister and the slow leak in the bathroom ceiling he had been meaning to fix since winter. The thought of the leak had occupied him for several seconds: the way the paint had begun to bubble, the faint smell of damp that appeared whenever the weather turned. He had told himself, as he often did, that he would deal with it on the weekend.

The other vehicle came from the left, moving too fast through the junction where the estate road met the dual carriageway. He saw it only at the final instant - a dark shape swelling in the periphery, headlights like two sudden eyes against the washed-out light. There was no time for the full sequence of fear. Only a sharp, instinctive pull on the wheel and the knowledge, clean and final, that it would not be enough.

The collision folded the front of his car inward with a violence that felt almost abstract. Metal screamed and then crumpled. Glass turned to a fine, glittering dust that hung in the air for a moment before settling across his lap and shoulders and the dark fabric of his coat. The seatbelt locked hard against his chest, driving the breath from his lungs in a single involuntary rush. His head snapped forward and then sideways. Something in his neck gave with a soft, internal pop that he felt more than heard. The steering column drove upward. The dashboard came closer than it had any right to be.

For a fractured second, he remained aware of everything.

The steering wheel was no longer where it should have been. The windscreen had become a web of white cracks through which the sky looked strangely distant and flat. A smell rose in layers - hot oil, scorched rubber, the sharp chemical tang of deployed airbag, and underneath it the coppery scent of blood. His own, he realised, though he could not yet locate the source. The radio had cut out mid-note. In its place was only the ticking of the dying engine and, somewhere beyond the wreck, the distant sound of another car braking hard, tyres protesting against tarmac.

He tried to move his right hand and found that it answered only sluggishly, as if the signal from brain to muscle had to travel through water. The left hand would not move at all. Pain began to announce itself in stages: first a deep, spreading heat along the left side of his ribcage, then a bright, electric line of agony that ran from the base of his skull down the left side of his neck into the shoulder and upper arm. His vision narrowed at the edges, as if the world were being slowly vignetted by an unseen hand. Colours drained slightly. The pale sky beyond the fractured glass looked greyer than it had a moment before.

He thought, with surprising calm, that he should turn off the engine. The thought was practical and absurd. The engine was already silent. A thin thread of smoke or steam rose from somewhere near the crumpled bonnet and drifted across the broken windscreen.

A new sound reached him - footsteps, rapid, approaching across tarmac. A voice calling something he could not make out. He wanted to answer, to say that he was still here, that he could hear them, but the connection between intention and voice had severed. His mouth opened and closed without sound. Only a thick, wet noise emerged, as if his


























CHAPTER 2: THRESHOLD
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