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1
Book Description


  
  Scott has no idea how to solve any of the numerous problems filling his life. Then he meets Joe who offers a unique solution. He’s not certain Joe can help because the offer sounds a little too good to be true.

   

  *

  This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.

  




  
  





Dealings With Joe


  
  Scott stared into his glass of beer, his hand wrapped around it. No answers to be found there, but he looked anyway. Raising his glass to his lips, he had another sip of the warm liquid. He’d promised himself that as soon as he’d finished one beer he’d head home. Checking the clock on the wall behind the bar, he quickly looked away. Nearly an hour. Hunching over the bar, he took another sip and continued to stare at the amber liquid still in the bottom.

  His apathy turned to anger and he threw the last mouthful back, slamming the glass on the bar as he slid off the stool and stalked out the door. The chilly night air cooled his anger and he rolled down the sleeves of his cotton shirt, standing motionless on the footpath. He really should go home, but he just couldn’t bring himself to move. Would Maree really go through with her threat? He didn’t want to find out. Looking down at his hands, he stared at the wedding ring that caught the streetlight. He’d made her so many promises that day. She’d looked amazing in her white dress. When he’d drawn back her veil, her eyes had shone with unshed tears and she’d had that smile he loved to see. How could he tell her he’d lost yet another job?

  Sighing, he wandered to the park across the street and slumped on a bench, dropping his head into his hands. What was he going to do? He couldn’t lose her. It had been his boss’ fault. Damn arsehole. He’d been looking for a scapegoat.

  “Evening.”

  Scott sat up straight, looking at the man seated beside him, his heart momentarily racing until he realised it was only an old man. He hadn’t even heard him arrive. His gaze scanned the area, checking out what else he might have missed seeing. They were alone. Just the two of them. That was all he needed. Some old man wanting to reminisce about when he was young. Scott started to stand up.

  The man rose to his feet. “Please. I didn’t mean to disturb you. It just looked like you could do with a friendly ear. I’d say you’re carrying a fair weight on those shoulders of yours. I’m Joe.” The man smiled reassuringly.

  Scott relaxed a little. Maybe he wasn’t the sort to complain about how much everything had changed. He eyed the man, who had to be at least sixty, with salt and pepper coloured hair and a neatly trimmed moustache. When he smiled, the lines bracketing his eyes deepened. He seemed harmless enough. And if the old man didn’t shut up, he could always get up and leave. He had to go home eventually.

  Scott gestured towards the bench, moving along so there was more space between them. “I’m Scott.”

  “And what cares do you have that keep you out on a cool night like this when you could be home with your family.” At Scott’s look of surprise, Joe pointed to the wedding ring.

  Scott stared at the gold band before he looked back at Joe. He was tempted to tell Joe it was none of his business, but what did it matter? He’d never see him again. “Being a complete and utter failure.”

  “At your age? You must be only about nineteen or twenty.”

  “I turned twenty-one last week.” And he hadn’t even been able to afford a party. Maree had bought him a bottle of scotch and they’d had a cake. She’d poked matches into the top of it because she’d forgotten to buy candles when she’d bought the cake mix.

  “Then you’ve got plenty of time to turn your life around,” Joe assured him. “Maybe I can help you figure out a solution.”

  The old bugger didn’t have a clue. Things would have been different back when Joe was young. “Unless you can pull a job out of thin air, that I’m not likely to be fired from in a hurry, then you can’t help me. I don’t know how I’m meant to tell my wife I’ve lost my job again.” Five different jobs in less than a year. He’d just had a lot of bad luck. The kind of bad luck that led to bosses with unrealistic expectations and a severe lack of humour.

  “A job isn’t an insurmountable problem. I have a few people who owe me favours.”

  Scott eyed Joe. He looked so sincere. But there had to be a catch. No one did anything for nothing. “You don’t even know me, why would you do that?”

  “How do you think people end up owing me favours? I help them out and they help me. It’s a great system.”

  A job was the least of his problems. The image of Maree came to mind. Looking up at him with so many expectations in her shiny eyes. Waiting for the kiss to seal their wedding vows. So different to the look she’d had that morning. Accusations had filled her eyes and a hand had rested on her hip as she’d waited for him to answer her. “I don’t suppose you have a magic wand that can solve relationship problems too.”

  “Sounds like you might have made a real mess of things.”

  His first reaction was to argue. Instead, he sighed heavily. “Yeah.” Silence fell between them for a moment. “It just never seemed that way. Things never work out the way they should. And it’s not like I don’t have options. My parents would help in a heartbeat. But they’re expecting that. They said we’d come crawling back to them before the year was out. That we were too young to get married. I can’t do that, I just can’t.”

  “What would you give to have the life of your dreams?”

  “I’ve got nothing to give. You’ve got the wrong man if you’re looking for money. I owe four weeks rent, the phone will be cut off in less than a week if I don’t pay it and I don’t know how the hell I’m meant to come up with grocery money.” Scott rose to his feet.

  “Sit down. No need to jump to conclusions.” Joe waved towards the bench.

  Scott continued to stand. “Then what are you looking for?”

  “There’s always yourself.”

  Scott backed away, his hands raised. “Whoa, no way man. No matter what you’re offering.”

  Joe laughed, standing up. “You’re not my type, Scott. No, what I’m missing is a body. Here.” He held out his hand. “Take it. I promise not to bite.”

  Scott reluctantly reached out to shake Joe’s hand and instead passed through it. He tried again. He frowned and reached forward to touch Joe’s shoulder. There was nothing to connect with. “What are you? A…” Scott glanced around before he muttered, “a ghost?” He fought against the urge to back away. Was it a trick? No, that wasn’t possible. His hand had gone straight through the man. For a split second he wondered if someone had slipped something in his beer, but he hadn’t taken his gaze off it long enough for that to have happened.

  Joe shook his head. “Nothing so simple, but back to the problem, Scott. What do you say? You let me in for a bit, I’ll fix all the problems in your life and then leave you to it. You promise to owe me a favour, I get the use or your body temporarily and we’re all happy.”

  “A favour? What sort of favour?”

  “Nothing major. Something similar to the favoured owed to me by Rodney, who’s going to help me get you a job.”

  “What’s the catch?” There had to be a catch, there always was. And what would a ghost, or whatever he was, need with a body anyway?

  “I don’t know, you tell me? I’ve explained the terms.”

  Scott frowned. He shook his head. “It sounds too good to be true.”

  “You try being without a body and tell me that isn’t a hardship. I miss it. Being able to pick things up, to feel the solid warmth of another human, even the taste of a good wine. I can’t smell things. A woman’s perfume, a spicy meal, nothing. All I want is to temporarily feel them again. In exchange I’ll get your life on track.”

  “And where will I be while you get my life on track?”

  “Here.” Joe’s arm encompassed the park. “Waiting for me.”

  “And it’d only be for a little bit?” Scott asked hesitantly.

  Joe nodded. “I can only inhabit another body for a short time. Far too short a time if you ask me.”

  A short time. That didn’t sound so bad. And the old bugger had sounded so wistful about the things he missed. What could it hurt to let him in for a little? It wasn’t like Joe could make any worse of a mess than he’d already made. “How would we go about this if I agreed?”

  “We’d sit down together and you would close your eyes and think about opening a door to let me in.” Joe sat on the bench and gestured for Scott to sit beside him.

  “I don’t know.” With the way his luck was going, it’d probably turn out to be a hoax. “It still sounds a bit dodgy.”

  Joe shrugged. “Up to you. There are other people who’ll be interested. I don’t make this offer twice.”

  That’s right, the old man had mentioned others. At least he wouldn’t be the first, like some lab rat in an experiment. “Do many people take it?”

  “Well of course they do. Why do you think some people owe me favours? But listen, Scott. You don’t sound certain, so I won’t keep you. I’ll let you go home to your lovely wife. I’m sure you want to get there before the night is over. Especially since I guess you’ve still got to tell her about losing
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