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	Alone with Myself

	By Kev Harrison

	 

	A part of my soul left my body the day I scattered her ashes into the ocean. I stood there, on the deck of our old pleasure boat, the horizon bobbing up and down with the motion of the waves. I clutched the dull urn, twisted the lid off and looked at the sun, humouring me with its slow descent. A few more precious seconds to hold Jenny – what was Jenny – close to me.

	“Here we are, my love,” I said to the ether. To the luminous sky as dusk swept over the ocean. “Just how you wanted. There’s about… a minute of sunlight left.” I bit my bottom lip for composure. “I’ve told you a hundred times already. Told you enough when you were still here. It’s too soon, Jenny Muir. Too soon. And now I… Now I…”

	I felt the heat of tears in eyes, rawness in my voice. I coughed, cleared my throat. “What I’m trying to say is, there was so much left for you – for us. So much… but no more. No more.” I glanced up into the last kiss of sunlight and scattered the ashes overboard. “I love you,” I said. 

	And in those words, it was so present, I almost saw it. Part of my soul, leaving.

	Jenny’s ashes danced on a breeze I couldn’t feel, only a metre away. One last dance together, as carbonized flecks of her drifted with the departing fragment of my being. Then the dance, like the life we’d built those past fifteen years, expired. 

	Snuffed out.

	I stared at the surface as I rocked back and forth, hoping for one last glimpse of the love of my life, but she was gone. Sinking slowly down to join the billions of grains of sand and dust on the ocean floor.

	I allowed myself to cry then. On that clear, balmy night, as I steered the boat back in towards the lighthouse jetty, the salt of my tears masked the saline of the Atlantic. I felt no shame. 

	I owed her them.

	*

	Life was mechanical those first few days. Thought was something to be avoided, poisonous. Wave after wave of grief, in all its forms. So I stopped it. Cut it off like a gangrenous limb. 

	The alarm sounded at five and I sprang from bed, prepared my coffee and began my inspections. Mug in hand, I swilled from it whenever my eyes felt heavy as I tested the floodlights, the blinking green warning bulbs and, finally, the revolving beam up on the eleventh floor. After that it was breakfast, then I painted till lunch and checked the foghorn and emergency broadcast in the afternoon. It sounds simple and it was. 

	It was. 

	Simple. 

	Mindless.

	Then late summer gave way to autumn, clear skies and calm waters to swirling cloud and tumult.

	*

	There is a silence, before lightning strikes. Absolute silence, as particles charge with thousands of volts of electricity. It was the silence that teased my eyes open. After twelve years, I knew what was to come. I lay there for that half a second, stretching out in the darkness for what seemed like an age, until the window above our bed—my bed—lit up as though it were midday. 

	I threw off the thin sheet I’d been sleeping under and, stuffing my feet into my slippers, darted from the room and up the stairs to the main light. I could see on the monitors that the storm front was massive, stretching seventy kilometres and more into the black water beyond the island. The swell had increased twofold in thirty minutes and was still growing. I flashed through menus on the computer screen to the port authority’s radar feed. 

	Relief flooded my chest as I found no cargo ships in the vicinity. With the cloud cover all-consuming and rain coming down like a hail of bullets, I flipped on the foghorn as a precaution, then decided to climb up to the observation platform above the main lamp.

	The light rolled around beneath me, the whirr of the rotation mechanism soothing, in contrast to the explosive impacts of wave on stone. Walls of water smashed into jagged outcrops of rock, sketching clawed black fingers against the dazzling light. As the light rotated, a curved shape twisted its way across the wave.

	I sat forward. Waited for the light to revolve once more. A solid line thrust from the curvature.

	I hurried to the ladder, descending two rungs at a time, and grabbed my binoculars. I moved behind the console to the window and looked out.

	A boat.

	I pocketed the binoculars and picked up the radio, squeezing the talk button. “This is Lighthouse Keeper Graham Muir on Wolf Rock. I’ve just spotted a vessel, close to the rocks. Crew estimated at one to four. May require a chopper.” I released the talk button and listened to the static, my thundering heartbeat breaking up the hiss.

	“This is rescue station gamma. Chopper on standby, awaiting your report, over.”

	I dropped the receiver and bolted for the stairs, hurriedly tugging on my waterproofs before bursting into the night. Floodlights illuminated the rocky ground, torrential rain black against the brightness. The foghorn sounded above me, my chest vibrating as I scanned the water for the boat. The storm seemed to inhale, pausing before another blast of lightning arrowed down to the surface a few kilometres away. I picked out the mast in the darkness, laying at an angle beside an outcrop of rocks. The vessel was capsizing.

	I sprinted to the jetty, my own boat rolling against the violent tide and gathered up a length of rope. Heaving it on to my shoulder, I ran across the tiny island, just in time to see the other boat’s frame collide with the rock.

	The hull cracked like an egg, wood splintering, the stern guzzling water and sinking down into the heaving ocean. The prow, somehow still afloat, shifted back on the current before being dragged with sickening speed back toward the rock. It smashed into the outcrop, more splinters flying up into the air against the driving rain. 

	A silhouette slipped into the ocean.

	I stepped to the water’s edge, cupped my hands around my mouth and called out. “Hello!” The head, shrouded in darkness, twitched. “I’m going to throw you a rope!” I shouted against the roar of the elements.

	I wound back and tossed the rope into the water, securing one end around my arm. It struck the shadow in the water, who flinched, before a wave pushed it back toward the rocks. “Come on! Take the Rope!” my lungs burned. Another lightning bolt pounded the water far away, diverting my attention. 

	The rope dragged me forward. I looked up, saw the figure, now clearly a man, hauling himself along the line. I dug the heel of my boot into a crack in the rock and pulled with all my strength.

	The waves pounded his body, forcing him towards the rock, but inch by inch he managed to come closer. I angled the light on my jacket toward my feet and traced the steps cut into the rock to the water’s edge, praying I wouldn’t slip. With one final pull, my extended arm found his and I heaved him up and onto the land. 

	I lugged the man up the stairs and laid him on his side where he began to heave, translucent fluid soaking into his lank hair. I crouched. “Was anyone else on board?”

	He spluttered, more vomit spilling on to the rocky ground, then shook his head. “Only me,” he said. “I’m alone.” I waited until he’d emptied his gut of seawater, then hooked his arms around my neck and carried him inside.

	*

	I checked on him throughout the night. He seemed oblivious to my presence, in deep slumber. As dawn chipped at the obsidian sky, I stepped out of the lighthouse with a coffee and watched the horizon phase through indigo to rose and gold. My eyes kept darting back to the where his boat had gone down. I searched for scraps of sail, a fragment of mast, but the ocean had swallowed it all.

	The rumbling of my stomach eventually snapped me out of my trance. I walked back inside and fried up some bacon with beans and toast. I sloshed coffee into a mug and carried it, with a plate of hot food, into the small living room where I’d left him the night before. His eyelids twitched as the door creaked open.

	“Good morning,” I said, placing the tray down on a side table. “How do you feel?” I perched on the edge of an old leather armchair. His eyes moved again, then opened. They were a bright hazel. Something unsettled me as they bore into mine.

	“You saved my life,” he said, struggling to form the words through the exhaustion.

	“I’m a lighthouse keeper. That’s my job. And I get the chance less often these days.” I chuckled. His chest shook with the weight of his own weak laughter. “I left you some clothes at the end of the sofa. They’re not the latest fashions or anything, but I suppose we’re of a similar size.” I stood, feeling awkward, walked to the door. “There’s breakfast here. If you can manage.”

	“Graham,” he said. I turned back to him, my eyes wide. I noticed the streak of grey in his tangle of hair. “Thank you. For everything.”

	“Don’t mention it,” I said and left the room.

	*

	Hours passed. I’d left him to rest. The clinking of cutlery on china told me he’d accepted my offer of breakfast, before quiet once more descended over the lighthouse. I took the opportunity to wire a message to the port authority about the sunken vessel, both in case of hazards and to return the man’s belongings, should there be anything salvageable. 

	Message sent and daily inspections complete, I went in to check on him and collect the dirty breakfast things. I knocked on the door and, hearing no reply, pushed it gently open. He sat there, gazing at the mantelpiece, his eyes locked on a photograph.

	“How are you getting on?” I said, my voice smaller than I’d intended. He turned his head sharply, his eyes finding mine and then angling down, avoiding them.

	“The photo,” he said. “When was it taken?”

	I moved over and grasped it, my forefinger absent-mindedly stroking the sun-kissed face beside mine on the image. “My Jenny,” I said. “This was taken… a long time ago.” I put the photo back on the mantlepiece and perched on the arm of the chair. “I can’t quite remember, you know? Isn’t that funny?”

	I turned my wedding band with the fingers of my right hand. “Are you married?” I asked him, surprising myself with how forthright I was. 

	“I want to say yes,” he said, wringing his hands in his lap. “The truth is my memory is a mess. I saw your photo and… I don’t know. It triggered something.” He paused. “I don’t even remember my own name. Nor where I was going when… the storm…”

	I put my hand on the man’s shoulder. “You’re welcome here until you figure it out. I’m amazed by the shape you’re in, so soon after. I thought you’d had it.” I made my way to the door. “I’ve left clean towels, a razor and some other bits and pieces in the bathroom on the first floor. Make yourself at home, ok?”

	He placed his hands together in a gesture of thanks then looked back at the photo.

	*

	“Good as new,” he said, strolling into the kitchen. He was wearing one of my
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