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As Mandy
Knowles stepped out of the bank where she worked, she heard a
laugh. It made her stop in her stride, causing her work colleagues
behind to bump into her.

‘Decided to
stay, have you?’ one of them asked.

Mandy just
smiled.

Where had that
laugh come from? She stood still, listening to the noises around
her. She heard it again. Yes, it was the same laugh. One she
recognised. One that she now hated. A laugh that she associated
with pain and betrayal.

She peered
across the road to where she’d heard it.

Yes. It was
them. A woman with short, dark bobbed hair, wrapped around a young
man who was half her age. A man and woman she’d once loved.

Come on,
forget about them, she told herself. Go home and
relax.

On the train
home, she took her book out of her bag and started to read. But
instead of the characters’ images coming to mind, she kept seeing
the couple laughing across the road. Mocking her. Mandy rested the
book in her lap and faced the window. She didn’t want the other
passengers to see her cry. It was bad enough seeing her own
reflection in the glass, tears coursing down her face. She bowed
her head, so her hair hung down, hiding her face and her red eyes,
which were now wet and stinging with her tears.

No-one must
know how hurt and upset she was. Her pain was private.

On the walk
home from the station, she quickened her stride, eager to get
indoors and be on her own. She hurried through the front door, then
hung her coat up and slipped off her shoes. Then she slammed the
door shut. Hearing it bang gave her a small sense of
satisfaction.

She entered the
living room and plonked herself down in an armchair. Her shoulders
drooped and she put her head in her hands. She sighed heavily,
fighting back fresh tears. She’d moved to this new flat to get away
from bitter memories. But it seemed that they’d followed her
anyway.

What on earth
was she to do? She looked around her at all her things. She’d
thought a new place, a new start, would create new feelings. But
she was wrong on the last one. No matter where she went, the past
went with her.

No, you
mustn’t start going over it all again, she told herself.
Pull yourself together.

She tried to
eat dinner, but the food stuck in her throat all the time. There
was a lump there, along with the tears she felt pricking the back
of her eyes.

No, don’t you
dare give in to it.

But the more
she thought about the disaster of her life, the sadder she got, and
the slower she became at picking up her food and putting it into
her mouth, until finally her hands dropped, and the knife and fork
clattered onto her plate.

Furious at the
way she felt, Mandy banged the dishes into the sink and hurled the
cutlery into the drainer as she did the washing-up. Crash went a
spoon. That was for him. Bang went a plate. That was for her mum.
By the time she’d finished letting her frustration out on the
dishes, Mandy felt a tad calmer.

Oh no, I
hope I didn’t break anything, she suddenly thought. As she
wiped them, she carefully checked them for cracks. Thank goodness
they were still in one piece. She couldn’t afford another set.

By the end of
the evening her head was banging like someone was hammering inside
it. All those emotions had exhausted her. She took a book to bed
with her, hoping it would help to take her mind off her problems.
But after trying to read for half an hour and taking in not a
single word, she lay down and tried to sleep.

And then, of
course, she had nothing but her own unhappy thoughts in her
head.

The tears came,
thick and fast.

It was then
that she heard the voice.

‘Mandy? What’s
wrong, love?’ the voice said.

And it wasn’t
just a voice. A deep purple glow was lighting up the room. Mandy
blinked, then frowned. She recognised that voice from somewhere.
She sat up, startled, wiping the tears from her face with the back
of her hand. She looked round the room to see where the voice was
coming from. Nothing. So she went to switch the bedside lamp
on.

‘You don’t need
to do that,’ the voice said.

Unsure, her
hand mid way between the lamp and her bed, Mandy obeyed. She tucked
her arm back under the duvet, out of the cold.

Then the purple
glow got brighter and a figure started to appear at the foot of her
bed. When it was truly formed, she gasped in amazement. There stood
a woman dressed in a maroon jumper and lilac trousers. Her hair was
cropped short. Her eyes were gleaming with concern and affection –
just as they did in the photo Mandy kept on the bedside
cabinet.

‘Aunt
Geraldine?’ Mandy whispered.

‘Yes, it’s me,
Mandy,’ the figure replied.

‘W..w..what are
you doing here? I thought you were…’

‘Dead? Yes I
am, but I heard you cry and had to come. I’m here to sort out your
problems. A little birdie tells me that you’re very upset and need
cheering up.’

‘Oh,’ was all
she could mutter.

‘Let me guess -
it’s something to do with a man. Am I right?’

Mandy
nodded.

‘Tell me what
the problem is, and let’s see if I can help,’ her aunt said – her
very dead aunt Geraldine, who just happened to be sitting on the
edge of her bed wearing a maroon jumper.

This couldn’t
be real. But it was what Mandy most needed, someone to talk to.
She’d always been able to talk things over with her mum before. But
not this time. Definitely not this time.

So, with a huge
sense of relief and a loud sigh, Mandy spilled out all her
woes.

By the end of
it she was in tears. But her aunt wasn’t; her mouth was set in a
grim line.

‘That’s enough
of that, my girl,’ Aunt Geraldine said briskly. ‘Head up, dry your
eyes. I can’t see those pretty green eyes of yours under all that
blonde hair.’

Mandy stopped
crying.

‘Right, first
of all, you’ve got to put this Craig out of your mind.’

Mandy stared at
her.

‘I know, I
know. It’s going to be hard, but it’s something you’ve got do
before anything else. Now, I’ve always believed in the saying
don’t get mad, get even. I think it’s the best way to go
after what this Craig has done to you.’

Mandy studied
her aunt. Although she looked grim and acted tough, Geraldine
obviously felt sorry for her, but wouldn’t admit it, knowing that
it would ruin her reputation as a strong, no-nonsense woman.

‘No, no - I’ve
changed my mind,’ Geraldine said. ‘That’s not the kind of action
you would take as you’re not the vengeful type. Let’s think
again.’

Mandy chewed
her lip as she saw her aunt frowning in thought. If she was dead,
how come she could talk, move, and have facial expressions?

‘I’ve got it!’
But then her aunt noticed Mandy’s face. ‘What’s wrong? Me coming to
visit you from the other side hasn’t scared you, has it?’

‘No, it’s great
to see you again – even if you’re a ghost. But how can you seem so
alive if you’re dead?’

‘Ah. I did a
good deed up there, so they have let me help down here - and that
includes being able to express myself fully.’ And her aunt smiled
at her to prove it.

‘Always thought
you were a nice person underneath that tough exterior,’ Mandy said,
returning the smile.

‘Humph!’
Geraldine seemed a bit embarrassed. ‘Where were we? Old sayings…
How about: there’s plenty more fish in the sea? There must
be more men, and much nicer ones, out there for you. Men who are
worthy of you, men you deserve. I want you to think about
that,’

And with those
parting words, Mandy saw her aunt fade as the glow around her
turned from deep purple to lilac, then white to... space.

She glanced at
the photo. She was sure there was a lavender sparkle around the rim
of the frame that hadn’t been there before.

* * *

When Mandy got
home from work the next day, the first thing she did was to bring
the photo of her aunt from her bedside cabinet down to the kitchen.
She set it on the window shelf, where it seemed to cast a small ray
of hope into her cheerless world.

While she ate
her dinner – with a much better appetite than the day before, she
was surprised to find – she looked at the photo and got to thinking
about what Geraldine had said about other men.

Most people
would call her weird and worse if they knew she talked to a dead
relative who came to life from a photo. But Aunt Geraldine was a
comfort to her, with her advice and company. A comfort she sorely
needed.

Her aunt must
have sensed she was being thought of; there was a sudden bright
flash of deep purple around the photo frame, like the colour of the
jumpers she often used to wear. Then the familiar figure of her
aunt appeared, with the same purple glowing all around her.

Mandy
smiled.

‘Ah, a smile.
That’s a good start.’

‘You make me
smile. Well, that purple flashing of yours does. I bet you chose
that colour, didn’t you? I remember it being your favourite colour
when I was small. You always liked to make an entrance.’

Geraldine
chuckled. ‘That’s more like my cheeky little Mandy. Now - have you
thought about him at all today?’

‘Craig
who?’

Geraldine
beamed, ‘That’s my girl! I was thinking last night that the saying
there’s plenty more fish in the sea goes rather well with
don’t get mad, get even.’

Mandy looked
puzzled, so Geraldine explained.

‘To get even
you’ve got to let him see that he doesn’t matter to you anymore.
The best way to do that is by going out and having fun, preferably
with another man, which brings me to plenty more fish in the
sea.’

‘Hmm. I see,’
said Mandy. But she wasn’t sure she liked where this idea was
going.

‘Where are
there other men in your life?’ her aunt demanded. She was quite her
old bossy self.

‘Work,’ Mandy
replied hesitantly.

‘Aha! Is there
someone you like?’

‘Maybe. He’s
called Russ. He keeps smiling at me, and whenever he talks to me,
he stutters. I’m sure he likes me, but we’ve haven’t got to know
each other because I was with Craig. I’ve sensed he’s wanted to
talk to me over the last several months, but I think he’s seen me
sad so backs off in case he upsets me.”

‘So what’s he
like? Is he handsome?’

‘It depends.
He’s got dark hair with a little quiff at the front. When he smiles
his eyes crinkle at the sides.’

‘Seems that
you’re more interested than you’ll admit. Is he a nice person?’

‘Oh,
definitely,’ Mandy said.

‘Better than
Craig?’

‘I know exactly
what you’re thinking, Aunt Geraldine. It won’t work. Russ is a
sweet guy, but he’s not my type.’

‘What is your
type?’ Geraldine wanted to know.

Mandy bowed her
head. Craig had been her
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