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Haunting My Own Life

I'm a ghost

Haunting my own life

Trying to remember

How not to be forgotten

I'm a ghost

But my heart still beats

Now I'm slowly fading

Soon there will be nothing left

I'm a ghost

Watching, listening, wishing

I was still part of something

While everyone else gets to live

I'm a ghost

Though I still have breath

Everything plays out in front of me

But it's all just out of reach
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Prologue
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He lurked in the shadows, waiting and hoping she wouldn’t take a different route. This was her usual route. He knew that; he knew her. Obscured by the two looming buildings he stood between, he pleaded with whatever higher power there was, for tonight to be no different.

Maybe she would get a call from a friend and decide to go in a different direction. Her shift finished five minutes earlier. The lurker mentally traced her steps to this point. Two minutes at her pace. Unless she worked overtime or someone gave her a lift.

They rarely did though.

He took a deep breath.

“Don’t mess this up,” he thought, unsure whether the words were to himself or to her – by changing her plans and deciding not to walk in his direction, despite spending the last two weeks passing the spot he now waited at.

It would be just like her to mess up his planning. Just like all of them. Then came the clicking of her heels, and the smell of perfume confirming it was her.

The scent of apple prompted him to lick his lips. Or perhaps it was the anticipation of what he was about to do. None of the food she ever gave him made him feel this way.

Patience, he told himself as his feet seemed to develop a mind of their own, tugging at his legs in an attempt to cut her off.

One second. His legs readied themselves.

NOW.

He sprang out of his hiding place, darting after her until she turned around. He toyed with her for a while, allowing her to think she might have a chance at escape.

The real fear showed in her eyes when he grabbed her arms, pinning them to her sides. He smiled when he saw her red hair in the moment a car passed by without noticing either of them. Her long flowing locks reminded him of a flame. He was about to extinguish that fire.

She recognised the familiar face. Her body went rigid as he reached into his jacket and pulled out the knife, reminding him of the time he had to pretend to be a plank in the school play. She would have made a good plank, but that wouldn’t be her role tonight.

He had gone over the plan in his mind. The victim struggled, unsuccessfully of course, but it was fun. His mind was already skipping ahead to the outcome.

“What are you do...?” she began, bringing him back to reality, which was no longer playing out like he imagined it would. Something needed to be done to get things back on track. This was a moment to savour, not rush.

He kept his hands on her arms and tilted his head to kiss her lips. Her breath was minty; the source of the mint flavour (her chewing gum) was still in her mouth. He rolled it onto his tongue, then removed his hand from her right arm so he could take the gum and pocket it. He wanted a souvenir. That would be better than nothing.

She screamed, forcing him to clamp her mouth shut.. Even the pain of teeth mauling at his hand wasn’t enough to deter him. The struggle had begun.
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Chapter One
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I never imagined my own death. Why would I? I was 36 years old. I had years left, or so I thought. I changed my mind about that when I woke up in the morgue. The dead body... My dead body laid out in front of me, provided a good indication that I no longer needed to draw breath. My eyes were open, and I could almost imagine I was staring at myself. Yet I struggled to look away from the shell I used to inhabit. My eyes wandered from my bruised face to the red mark on my neck, as if I was punched and strangled.

I closed my eyes. Maybe this would be gone when I opened them again. I’d have a laugh at the weird dream I had about being beside myself in the morgue. A brief memory popped into my head, hands gripping my arms, then the image faded. I opened my eyes to find my corpse wasn’t gone though. It seemed to be taunting me for thinking I could make it not real.

“Did somebody do this to me?” I asked my dead self, only to receive no response. She just laid still. I wondered if all dead people looked like...well...like they had been scared to death I suppose.

I watched enough crime shows to recognise the signs of a murder. I recalled those same crime shows. Copying what they did seemed like my best option. The first step was to examine the victim. I took a deep breath, although no air went in or out of my body, but the action remained the same. I twisted my head from side to side. I stretched my arms like someone preparing for a boxing match or an intense workout session might do. It helped to imagine I was looking for clues about what happened to a fictitious character. If I stopped to dwell on the reality of my death, I might have panicked. It also helped to have no recollection of the circumstances leading up to my death. Although I still remembered my family and Paul.

“Paul,” I heard myself say. I felt a warm and familiar smile appear on my face, the same smile that formed on my lips whenever I thought of him. It faded a second later. Would I ever see him again? How would he learn where I was or what happened to me? Would he be upset? Okay, that last question seemed like a stupid one. He was bound to be upset. I imagined the state I’d be in if the situation was reversed. Devastated didn’t cover it.

A small rumbling sound jolted me out of my thoughts. It couldn’t be my stomach. Ghosts don’t get hungry. I looked at the wall as a silver lift door materialised out of the brickwork. I took another glance at my body, only then did I become aware of the slash starting at my right breast and ending at my stomach. Someone had cut me; I really was murdered. I knew I wasn’t suicidal. Even if I had been. I ruled out the chances of being able to cut myself open that much without passing out before I finished.

The lift pinged and the door opened. I walked no more than ten steps, only stopping to glance back at my remains when I was standing next to the open lift. My corpse looked much further away than it should have been.

I don’t remember stepping inside, but I found myself in the lift. Some people might have chosen to step back out, but the buttons caught my attention. Instead of the usual ground floor, first floor, etc; one arrow pointed up and another pointed down. I tried them both, but nothing happened. Then I spotted a circle. It was lit up and I hesitated before pressing it.

I closed my eyes as light flooded the small space. The doors clicked shut, then jerked forward, instead of moving up or down.

When I looked again, I was standing at the gates of my old primary school. I always believed the gates of Heaven would resemble those. They were big and golden, almost shining in the sunlight. I was shorter. I could tell I had shrunk in height by how much closer to the ground I was. 

“Ouch,” I yelped in a much younger voice as someone pulled my hair and ran off. I realised I was around the age of seven again. I remembered the scene as I yelled, “Paul.”

Chasing after the boy brought back memories of how this ended. I tried to get my legs to stop running, but I had no control over my younger body while I chased the seven-year-old version of Paul around the playground. My mum arrived to collect me, like the first time this happened.

“Why does Paul always pull my hair?” I asked, despite remembering my mother’s answer.

“Maybe he likes you,” she suggested.

“Boys are weird,” I announced.

“Sarah, you’re so smart. It took me 25 years to figure that out,” my mum joked.

Without warning, my surroundings disintegrated, then reformed around me like building blocks. I remembered the new scene. It was the following day. I ran up to Paul before school started, and handed over half of my chocolate bar. 

“My mum says you like me. That’s okay,” I told him. “I like you too.” I leaned forward and kissed his cheek.

“Urgh, gross!” he exclaimed, rubbing at his entire face as though it would spread. “I don’t like you,” he yelled, then scurried away. A teacher found me sobbing on the playground tarmac when I was supposed to be in class.

The playground evaporated, and I was in the lift again, moving backwards this time. The door opened. I found myself outside a morgue and at the right height again. The lift vanished, but the people walking and driving past didn’t react as though they had seen anything unusual.

That’s when I spotted him heading towards me. If my heart still worked, it would have sped up.

“Paul,” I cried out as he walked away from the morgue. “Paul!”

This was the Paul of the present day. As I caught up with him in the nearby carpark, I noticed he looked tired and his eyes were red from crying, I found myself hoping those tears were over me.

“Please,” I begged, “you have to be able to see me or at least sense that I’m here.” All our years together should mean we shared a connection which would tell him I was still around. How could he not sense me? I reached out to touch his arm, my hand passing through without so much as a shudder from him. “Please,” I whispered.

“Hi,” he said, although it sounded more like a sigh and he didn't sound happy or surprised.

“Oh, thank God,” I gasped, not caring about his lack of enthusiasm. I’d snap at him later. For the moment, it was enough for me that he realised I was still with him. I knew we had a strong connection. There was no reason he shouldn’t pick up on my spirit still hanging around.

“Is she inside?” I heard my mother’s voice from behind me.

It struck me that Paul was talking to her, not me. I wanted to cry, except it turned out I couldn't do that anymore either.

“Yes, but you shouldn’t go in. She’s not how you remember...” Paul began.

“I want to see her, I admit it’s been a while because...never mind. She’s still my daughter,” my mother insisted, dabbing her eyes.

I leaned closer to check for any actual tears. It wouldn’t be the first time she pretended to cry.

I felt a pull, taking me somewhere else, but tried to stand my ground.

“No,” I demanded. “I want to stay.” But the magnetism was too strong, yanking me away from the street into what felt like nothingness.

I became trapped in darkness, maybe for days. Time spread out like the dreams I used to have of endless corridors that went on and on, never leading anywhere. I had to close my eyes because my mind started playing tricks on me, making me believe I saw movement in the dark. At first, it was just shadows, then my eyes created the visible outline of a woman, curvy with long hair. And someone else. I couldn't make out who either of them was or determine the gender of the second person. I only knew that I didn't want to watch because something bad was about to happen to the woman.

When I dared to open my eyes, the darkness lingered, but I knew I had moved again and was in my bedroom. I could just make out Paul lying there in the middle of the bed we used to share. It reminded me of the times I used to get up and read books on my tablet as he slept. Occasionally, I’d glance up from the vintage reading chair and see his outline asleep on the bed.

My comfort at seeing the familiar sight quickly turned to annoyance at him for taking over my side of the bed. I didn't need sleep anymore. His actions still seemed so careless. Shouldn’t he be putting my favourite item of clothing over a pillow and falling asleep with his arms around it, maybe while crying?

Of course I didn't want him to suffer. It didn’t seem like he had just lost his fiancée though. I took a step forward to have a closer inspection. Although his eyes stayed shut, I guessed he was awake. I could always tell. He spent all his time thinking, except when he slept. That’s the only time he ever looked peaceful. I saw that he appeared to be far from peaceful so close-up. His eyes twitched, and his mouth hung open as if he wanted to call out for help. Maybe he was asleep after all. He could be having a nightmare, but I experienced a twinge of relief.

“Paul.” I knelt by the bed and whispered his name.

He didn’t hear me. As my eyes adjusted, I noticed his damp cheeks. I felt a rush of guilt over my earlier thoughts and longed to wipe his tears away, then soothe him by rubbing his back the way he used to like.

“How long have I been gone?” I asked.

Again, no answer. Even before I spoke, I understood that my words were wasted on him. I needed to listen to my own voice, if only to confirm I was still there, even if I wasn’t all there.

“That’s it,” I thought out loud. “I’m just crazy and I’m in a psychiatric ward.”

Although I knew deep down, as crazy as everything seemed, it was all real.

“Paul,” I said again. I cried without actual tears once more, which made me feel worse and like I had turned into my mother. “I don’t understand why this happened. None of this makes sense.”

I reached out my hand to touch his face, but he didn’t react. Could he really feel nothing when my hand passed through into his jaw? I snatched my hand back, freaked out by the unnatural sight. Horror movies never struck a chord with me. Crime drama maybe, but not make-believe monsters or ghosts. Of course, I understood by then that ghosts do exist. Monsters, I wasn’t so sure about, other than the human variety.

I had no sense of time to determine how long I stayed crouched by the side of the bed before the familiar droning of the alarm broke the silence. I never understood how anyone ever believed the awful noise might be a good way to start their day.

Paul dragged himself out of bed to get on with his day. I always told him he worked too hard. He was the type of guy who would wheel himself into work with two broken legs unless somebody stopped him. Who would stop him from pushing himself too hard now?

“Now is not the time to be strong,” I called out after him as he went into the bathroom. I admit I was a bit riled at him for going to work at a time like this. I mean, I died. Didn’t that grant him some time off? I assumed it to be his way of coping, by trying to get things back to normal.

Ten minutes, later he left for work.

“Bye then,” I called out as he ambled out of the door. By now I’d given up on him ever seeing or hearing me, but it seemed like a better alternative to saying nothing.

I wondered if I should go after him. If not, what should I do all day while he was at work?

I thought of my mum and sister. I hadn’t seen my mum since that night outside the morgue, however long ago that was. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen my sister, or my final words to her. I decided to check in on my mother.
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Chapter Two
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I began to get the hang of how to travel from one place to another. A few moments of closing my eyes and concentrating on where I wanted to be, worked most of the time.

I appeared outside my mum’s house in Stretford as two policemen walked up the small pavestone pathway, then returned to their car. I figured they needed to question potential witnesses, but I doubted my mum was there at the time of my murder. So, she wouldn’t have been able to help. I went inside and listened to the hushed conversation between my mum and my sister.

Emma’s perfectly manicured nails dug into the oak table where her hand rested as she propped herself against it.

“It’s just procedure I’m sure,” my mum said, before changing the subject. “Cup of tea? And can you stop sitting on the table please?”

“I don’t think a cup of tea will fix things this time,” Emma snapped. “Tea won’t bring Sarah back, will it? And I wasn’t sitting; I was leaning.” Her voice broke and I recognised she was close to tears. She took a step away from the table.

I thought you didn’t care; my thought came from nowhere.

I watched as my mum pulled her closer into a hug. I wished I could hug them both and tell them I hadn’t gone anywhere. Again, part of me resented them for not sensing my spirit. I expected Paul to sense I was still around, but he hadn't. Mum and Emma were my blood though. That had to count for something, but clearly not.

“I’m here,” I said, as my cheeks flooded with tears. I thought I was no longer capable of producing them. I lifted my hand to wipe them away, but they weren’t even real tears, just imagined. My face felt like it should be damp, but it wasn’t. I assumed it resembled the experience of someone who loses an arm or a leg, but imagines pain where the missing limb used to be.

Phantom tear syndrome, I decided. Typical. I spent my whole life being strong and never crying, except under extreme circumstances. Now, I wanted to cry over my early death and I couldn’t.

“I don’t want to be here anymore,” I said.

I closed my eyes and allowed myself to be swallowed by the darkness again.

“Are you ready?” a voice asked from somewhere in the empty space I called The Nothingness.

“Are you talking to me?” I asked.

“Do you see anybody else?”

“No, but I can’t even see you,” I replied.

“I’m sorry about that.”

There was a sound like a switch. Followed by a buzzing. A light came on from above. Despite looking up, I couldn’t establish its source. I guessed the person responsible for the light didn’t have to pay an energy bill.

The walls were white, and there was no sign of the owner of the voice. The lift materialised again, near enough for me to see both buttons lit up inside.

I’d had time to reflect on events since discovering my own body in the morgue. Questions were starting to form in my mind. Did someone intend for me to pick one? Up or down? Instructions would have been helpful. It wasn’t too much to ask. Normal lifts have a notice informing you what to do in case of an emergency. Why shouldn’t this lift?

Waking up in a morgue next to your own corpse, then stepping into a lift that appears out of nowhere and being given a choice of up or down, felt like as much of an emergency as any other. I shouldn’t be the one to make that choice. It seemed obvious that I would choose up. Nobody would want to go down.

“No,” I called out. “I can’t go, not yet.”

It couldn’t be that simple and I still wanted to find out who killed me.

“But you said you didn’t want to stay,” the voice reminded me, imitating surround sound coming through the walls.

My eyes managed to make out his form but the light from above us became too bright for me to see his features. He seemed to be a person though, with two arms and legs. A little tall maybe, but not freakishly so.

“Yes,” I admitted, “but I’m not ready to leave either. I can't leave my family and Paul. And I don’t know what happened. How did I die?”

“Okay,” he said. With that one word, he vanished, taking the light with him.

I was bathed in darkness for a few seconds before I found myself back at my mum’s house.

“Hey, come back. I need answers,” I yelled.

Silence.

“Hello!” I ran past my mum and her cup of tea, through the closed door and outside into the street, but there was no sign of him. “Get back here you....” I began

“Hey, keep the noise down, you’re giving me a headache,” a man who had just walked past muttered. He turned to glare at me. His eyes were bloodshot, and his hair looked like it had never met a comb.

“You can see me?” I looked around to make sure he wasn’t talking to anyone else.

“Of course I can see you. I can bloody hear you too. Keep it down, please. I've got a hangover.” He rubbed the front of his head.

“Oh my god; you can see me,” I gasped.

“Oh no. You're one of them, aren’t you?” The man looked around at the rest of the street, then back at me. “Fine,” he said, speaking between gritted teeth. “I can see you. Follow me if you must, but don’t talk. I refuse to stand around here looking like a lunatic who's talking to himself.”

I was silent as I followed him to his house across the street, which was more difficult than I expected.

“What do you want?” he demanded after shutting the door.

I couldn't resist looking around at the interior of the house. Because of the open plan setup downstairs, I saw straight into the lounge area and the kitchen beyond it. Even from that distance, it was obvious he wasn't exactly house-proud. My sense of smell died with me, but my mind filled in the blanks making me gag at the thought of excessive dust, stale unwashed dishes and mould-ridden food from the overflowing bin. I reminded myself I wasn't there for a Better Homes photo shoot though.

“What do you mean?” I asked, not commenting on the domestic disaster all around me. It wasn’t easy, but being dead and unable to catch anything helped. If I was alive, I would have gotten out of there and had a week of continuous showers, possibly scrubbing off my skin and ending up bleeding to death. Death by excessive scrubbing, or murder; which was worse?

“Well, you people always want something.”

“You people?” I questioned, wondering if he was ghost-ist, if that was even a real term.

“I mean ghosts, dead people or whatever. You realise you’re dead, right?”

“No shit, Sherlock.” The only reason I followed him home was the hope of a two-sided conversation and some help getting answers, not for him to point out the obvious.

“Fine. If you don’t want my help, sod off.” He pointed towards the door as if that was my only way out.

“I’m sorry,” I forced out the words. “I haven’t been social for a while. Maybe it's because I keep talking to people and they won’t talk back, because they can’t hear me.”

“Well, I don’t have that luxury. So, what do you want?”

“I need to find out what happened to me.”

“You don’t remember how you died?”

“No, it’s all a blank. The police went to my mum’s house. Maybe I was murdered,” I suggested, not wanting to think of the possibilities. Though the image of the hands gripping my arms, replayed in my head. The image might be anything: Something I watched on television, someone who wanted to hurt me, or Paul being affectionate. The feeling behind it made me feel anything but affectionate. I sensed a hint of recognition and fear as if someone I knew was trying to hurt me.

“The memory loss happens for a reason. Whatever you learn, you might wish you hadn’t.”

“I want to know,” I insisted. How could I pass on or do whatever I was meant to do, while conscious of the fact that the person responsible for ending my life might not be a stranger?

“Alright then, what’s your name?” he asked. “I’ll look into it, see if I can find out anything.”

“Sarah,” I told him. “Sarah Winters. Thank you, for anything you can find.”

***
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I returned home in the evening. I still called the house in Salford Quays my home, even though I suppose it wasn’t anymore. The fact that Paul was starting to go through my belongings and pack them up, confirmed that things would never go back to the way they had been before. There was no chance of me getting back in my body and not being dead anymore. I needed to accept that, but moving on seemed like an impossibility without closure.

“I wish you were here,” Paul said to the stuffed bear he’d bought me on my last birthday, but I figured he meant me and not the bear.

“But I am here,” I replied.

He carried on packing until he picked up a photograph of us together at my fifteenth birthday party. I’d avoided him since the playground incident, but my mum let me invite the whole class. He was in my class that year. Paul surprised me when he turned up. I assumed he hated me, but it turned out he’d grown up since then. We spent most of my party talking. My mum intervened for the final hour and made sure I talked to some of my other guests, who in her words, “came here to celebrate your birthday, young lady”.

Other than talking to Paul, the party was lame with eighties music and a caterpillar cake which would have been more suited to a seven-year-old. It tasted good though; of chocolate and sugary goodness. I rested my hand over my stomach, wishing I could eat cake, or anything else. I took food for granted, the smell, the taste and that satisfied feeling at the end of the meal. Paul understood all of that. It’s why he became a chef.

I smiled at my memories while I watched Paul in the present moment. He was trying so hard to carry on. I saw it in his eyes, but he never liked to give up. This was no exception. He lay down on the bed, keeping to one side this time, as if he expected me to come back and join him at any moment. I wished I could, to tell him it had all been a mistake. I wasn’t dead and everything was going to be all right, but those were all lies. Even if I lied to Paul, he wouldn’t be able to hear me anyway.

People who have lost a loved one always have different stories about their grief and how hard the loss is for them, but nobody ever mentions how difficult it is for their loved one. To watch everyone else getting on with their lives, or grieving. Which is worse? I still can’t say.

I hovered above the side of the bed which used to be mine, then turned my head to look at Paul while he drifted off to sleep.

“I miss you,” I murmured as I closed my eyes.

“I miss you too,” he said.

My eyes shot open. It took all my self-control not to shriek that he heard me. If he really could hear me, I didn’t want to freak him out by shouting in his face.

“Paul,” I allowed myself to say, hoping I hadn’t imagined it

He sprang up and switched on the bedside lamp, looking all around the room, including under the bed and in the wardrobe

“Seriously?” I demanded. “Why would I be in the wardrobe?”

It didn’t matter though because he couldn’t hear me anymore. His eyes stared past me, then he walked through me on his way to the bathroom.

***
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“He heard me!” I said as I appeared in front of the one person able to see me.

“Yes, I’m fine thanks. How are you? Please come in.”

Steve sat on the sofa, staring at the television even though it was on standby.

“I’m sorry.” Had I left my manners somewhere in the afterlife, or did I never have them to start with? “I don’t even know your name.”

“You’re not interested in knowing my name,” he told me.

“Yes I am,” I argued.

“No, you’re not.”

“Come on,” I told him. “It can’t be that bad. What is it? Edmund? Lucio?”

“No.”

“Worse?” I teased. “Dracula?”

“You’re being silly now,” he said, trying not to smile. “You seriously want to know my name?”

“Yes!”

‘It’s Steve.’

“Oh, well that’s boring. Why didn’t you want to tell me?”

“They... The ghosts never ask,” he replied.

“It’s nice to meet you, Steve. I’d shake your hand but...”

“Yeah, sorry.” He looked away. “I can’t help with that. Anyway, who heard you?”

“What?”

“When you burst into my flat without knocking... Or banging your chains or whatever; you were yelling that someone heard you.”

“Oh yeah, Paul.” I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten. “I was hovering next to Paul. He was asleep, or almost asleep. I said something to him, then he replied.” I stopped for a breath, even though I didn’t need to breathe anymore. The routine of taking in air must have remained imprinted in my mind.

“And you’re sure he heard you? He wasn’t talking in his sleep?”

“I’m sure,” I insisted.

“Okay,” Steve responded. “It can happen sometimes. When the brain is relaxed. It’s more open to sounds it wouldn’t pick up on while in a more focussed state of mind. If he was falling asleep, that would explain it.”

“So, I can talk to him? To anyone, if they’re falling asleep?”

“Falling asleep or in a relaxed state, sometimes,” Steve said.

I looked at him and saw that he was reading from the open book he held. I also noticed the numerous shelves of books about ghosts and the afterlife on two large bookcases made of cheap plastic. The bookcases and the books they contained may have been the only area in Steve’s house that he ever gave attention to when it came to cleaning. There wasn’t a speck of dust on them. He valued his books, if nothing else.

“You’re like an expert on this stuff,” I realised out loud.

“When you see your first ghost at primary school, then go home and tell your parents, only for them to act like you’re making it up, you realise you can’t talk to anyone about it. You have to find things out for yourself.”

“That sounds awful,” I said, paying close attention to Steve’s appearance. He could use a shave and seemed a little gaunt. His light brown hair still lacked that first meeting with a comb, and his eyes looked weary. From the look of his plain black jeans and creased grey t-shirt, complete with various food stains, it had been a few days since he’d changed clothes or even had a wash. He could be attractive if he put in the effort though.

“I dealt with it.” He shrugged

“How do you deal with something like that?” I asked.

“I discovered that if I was off my face, I could block them all out. I got halfway through studying for my journalism degree while I was high. That’s better than I’d have done without the drugs, with them bothering me all the time.”

I understood he meant ghosts like me
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