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      So, where do I start? Here, I guess, an introduction as I sip coffee and taste bile. 

Meeting me on the train, down the pub or at the gym may give you the impression that I am an affable, reflective person who holds similar opinions to yourself. You might like me. I celebrate the same joys others celebrate, the evil in the world disappoints me, and I sometimes wish folks would be kinder.

I kill people. Not for vigilante justice, or for mercy, or war, or for any other mundane reason. My one need is deep connection, the kind that remains untarnished forever. My sincerest desire is that all those I have been with in my pursuit of this dream love me, even during our ultimate climax.

I usually strangle, relishing the tactile intimacy, and move my face close to theirs to show the love in my eyes and share their last breaths. During these moments, survival instincts may force their body to flee or fight, but their mind and soul accept the precious gift I am sharing. Before the end, even those base bodily instincts fade away. Pushing and shoving hands lock onto my shoulders to hold and reassure me. Their eyes change and look into mine with acceptance and even, dare I say it, love. Their lips part as though for a kiss, expelling a last sweet breath and releasing their souls to the blue heavens. I love, and will always love, every one of them.

I watched a film where the central protagonist talks about one-night stands and how only complete strangers could give you that extra tight hug. Over time, the magic fades; the champagne becomes flat. I don’t let it. I don’t let that intense connection fade, become shabby and forgettable. That is inconceivable. When I form that bond, when I know we are everything to each other, then I preserve it in perfection forever. I discard unimportant flesh and the distractions of the outside world and bring my love inside me.

I remember how they looked, and the looks they gave. Their smell, their movement, their shape. Within me, I store every aspect of them and our relationship, every conversation, every moment. But much more than a catalog of instances. Nothing is lost. The taste, texture, and essence of all we were is protected forever.

Few can give the depth, level of closeness, and sheer emotion that I crave. I have a type. Physical looks, ethnic background, or gender are unimportant. My type of person is one of the Sideways People. People who fit in ever so slightly sideways to everyone else but don’t understand why. They deserve more and know it, but never seem to get their due.

They are easy to find when you know what you are looking for: the homely, shy girl who becomes friends with the confident, desired girl and lives in her shadow while hoping someone will notice her. The middle-aged woman in the bar supporting her friend through some soap opera drama, silently wondering why no one supports or hears her in return. The lonely older man who envies another’s family and friends and wonders why he never had that, despite his willingness to center his entire life around others.

Sideways People take many forms but have one thing in common: they give more kindness and treat others better than they receive. They would never admit it, but the injustice of this rankles. Many take refuge in ideals of God and heaven where injustices become righted through divine miracles, where they receive what their goodness has earned.

For the rest, there is me.

I balance the scales; I make things square. I give these people what they deserve. My sole aim is to become whatever they need me to be. My roles have included the flirtatious young scamp whom they can mother while fantasizing about behaving scandalously with. The suave and eager boyfriend. The needy friend whom they can feel superior to and look after. I am not limited in any way—my sexuality, desires, and traits change to reflect what they want. Like everyone, I have many unknown sides to my personality, which surface and become dominant according to a Sideways Person’s need. I am the mirror that reflects their needs.

What we shared, and what I gave them, was far more significant than the physical law I broke with them. We chose each other, the price of our bond remaining unspoiled and eternal, paid in more than a common coin. I hope you can understand that.

I wish we had met before all this happened. We could have shared something real.

There appears to be no manhunt for me. Few people know my behavior and patterns and would notice anything illegal. I have family—parents and a couple of brothers—but our interest in each other’s lives is perfunctory and disinterested. My environment and approach changes frequently, and I always make some effort to tidy up afterwards. I am also gentle. The media can’t slather over tall tales of rooms swimming in blood, of grotesquely mutilated bodies, of human flesh consumed raw, straight from a screaming victim. I’ve met that kind of person in another land and mutilated myself fighting him.

My experiences with the Sideways People mean I have lived a remarkable life, seen and understood things that are beyond most people’s comprehension. I have experienced different lives and shared souls, witnessed the world through multiple eyes. Fantastic events have taught me that human beings are capable of perfection, but this achievement causes unforeseeable consequences. I met my soulmate, the ultimate Sideways Person, and through progressing this experience flawlessly, I opened a portal to another world.

My last and truest love was called Laura. Laura enabled me to open this portal, to become a hero and stop an evil monster. By paying a high price, I released those enslaved by him.

Can we take a step back? Can I try to explain how I became this manner of person? What built in me, how it happened? Why Laura fit me so wondrously and how everything became perfect? My understanding of my psyche is not perfect. No one fully understands themselves. Buried needs and half-understood emotions drive all of us. All I can do is recount moments that leap forward significantly.

We will get to Laura, though. That perfect moment. Crossing over and coming back. What happened over there and returning broken with my soul smashed.
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      As a very young child, I was awkward and ugly. Bucktoothed, unwashed and unable to dress properly, with oversized shirts flapping loose from trousers. It looked like fate never intended for me to succeed in the cruel world of the schoolyard, and this proved true. 

Even then, I played the part that other people needed for me. Other children could be the hero, schoolyard conqueror, sometimes even the sadist who didn’t need to hold back. To all of them, I was the victim they could release their darker side on, to live out their glorious fantasies by vanquishing with little significant repercussions.

I wanted to be better than this. I wanted to be popular, capable. Not this weird outcast. To have someone understand me and see value in my viewpoint and self. I wanted to be the one in a large group, laughing and jeering at someone else, rather than always being the one sneered at. Achieving this was way beyond me, though, and I remained, at best, an object that could be used and discarded as needed. Fellow pupils rebuffed my attempts to become proper friends, regardless of how willing I was to accept condescending treatment and tell them what they wanted to hear, and my school peers firmly kept me in the role of scorned freak. Two older brothers, each content to inflict pain to make themselves feel bigger, did not help this matter much. I would describe my early childhood memories as being rather unhappy.

I adapted and improved my social skills with time. The rest of my pre-teen years became a predictable pattern of ingratiating myself with the popular children. The trusted second-in-command who made them unassailable within their gangs, the foil that helped emphasize whichever quality they wanted to portray.

Incidentally, please don’t think to yourself like some tinpot psychiatrist, “Ah, childhood trauma—feelings of isolation and inadequacy”, as though that defines the reasons for my activities. That is tawdry. My behavior is not that of a typical serial killer; I may end physical life, but our relationship exalts my chosen, and they live on in me in a far grander manner.

There I was, though. Forever the second, never the lead. I enjoyed the role. Was very good at it, in fact. But the world changes, particularly during youth, and my role also had to change. “The teenage years are always difficult.” Parents will nod in complete misunderstanding. Harder for the teenagers enduring it, many briefly fluttering with being a Sideways Person. The insecurities, the desire for popularity, to have friends, can lead to hard places and feelings of isolation.

For most, the passing of years takes them from previous school friends and provides an opportunity to re-invent themselves in fresh places with new people. It took me longer, although I got there in the end. I went to university. I made friends. Within our circle, I was the least important, but still included. Compared to my later intense relationships, these bonds were shallow, but still, I cared for these people. We visited nightclubs together, attended lectures in a group, cooked meals for each other and freely talked about all matters, whether big or small.

Once I left university, I rarely communicated with these friends, barring the odd Christmas card or drive-by meeting. They all moved to the same area and socialized with each other more than they did with me. This felt unfair but seemed unavoidable despite our attempts to catch up. New friendships, work, and family commitments ate into our available time and things were never the same again.

These friendships—and they were friendships—awakened the need and hunger within me for more. To have and to hold people who would forever see me as crucially important. I wanted to be the absolute center of someone’s world, as important to them as humanly possible, with them incapable of casting me aside. Even as a callow youth, I was that romantic, although my incomplete vocabulary would have prevented me from articulating it.

My school days and university experiences polished the skills and desires that would eventually become the real me. I understood what others wanted and, later on, could intuitively play the required role. My personality, such as it was, was easily sublimated to enable others to feel good about themselves. I also learned how to form relationships and friendships, but with this came the sad knowledge that inevitably they would end.

Somewhere along the line, I also recognized others like me, learned to spot Sideways People. The kindest, most wondrous people in the world. Those who put others front and center, hoping eventually it would be their turn to be noticed and important. Only the most perceptive and refined people can reliably spot and understand them.

There was an element of stalking to my behavior whilst ensuring I understood a potential soulmate, but it was not sinister. Rather, it had an admirable aim. I found out everything I could and watched them closely to recognize their routines, who and what they really were, so I could provide the perfect offering. If all worked out, it created an equal relationship. I gave them what they wanted, and they gave me what I needed: the joy of knowing they were with me forever. I’m all about being fair.
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      I landed a job at a hospital and earned two promotions in quick succession. Competence in my daily activities led to confidence, which helped to overcome some of my desperate need to please. 

I’d gotten even better at socializing and mingling with others. Colleagues would have described me as a witty, social creature. Most workdays, I would ask who fancied going out. I drank most evenings, out of sociability rather than addiction. After hours would often find us in a bar, drinking until closing time. We would exchange stories about weird things that people had needed treatment for and future uses for the miscellaneous objects that patients had inserted into different orifices. When the stories ran dry, we would complain about various managers and how they wrecked different departments.

On this specific occasion, I was sitting down in an outside area. Smoke blowing from my nose, surrounded by people that I identified as friends, having had a few drinks. I felt like a lord, the absolute head honcho. Every young person should have this feeling, even if it is undeserved.

“Excuse me, sorry—can I have a cigarette?” asked a soft-voiced young lady.

I glanced over. Pretty, shoulder-length blond hair, wide and generous lips, smooth and unblemished skin. Her eyes hid behind darkened glasses, but I got the impression she was staring at me. Although attractive and dressed in a way that highlighted it, she still gave an air of being folded in somehow. The tilt of her head to one side while drooping it forward to hide her eyes, with one arm crossed in front of her body, all suggested shyness. My usual approach would be to make a quip, be witty to draw her in. This time, I just let my gaze rest on her sunglasses a moment longer than was normal before nodding and waving my hand at the box. Bobbing her head in thanks, she smiled, took one, and went back to her seat.

I turned my attention back to my friends. I could be noisy and an attention hog, getting attention by being the jokester. On this occasion, it was different. Maybe it was fate trying to set me on my intended path, or just the excitement of being in a group and someone actually approaching me for my company. But the blood sang as it danced around my veins; adrenaline pumped through my system. Genuine wit issued forth from my mouth, and there was an edge to my humor that stopped people from trying to turn it back on me. My friends revolved around and placed me in the center. Everyone looked on, rapturously enchanted by my charm. (This may not have been the actual reality—I’d drunk a fair bit. But it’s how I like to remember it.)

When not speaking, I would turn to glance at the pretty girl’s table. There were three in total. Two older men with graying hair. They were surprising company for her, being at least a decade older and incapable of bringing her fully into their discussion. The girl nodded at their comments and conversations but said little as she smoked her way nervously through her cigarette. Sometimes, she would notice me looking. I would keep her gaze for a second longer and then turn my attention back to the people I was with.

I tried to work out the dynamics of their situation. Why they were all together, what the bonds between them were. I guessed work colleagues, perhaps part of a larger work outing which had fallen through, leaving just this disparate three. That was the only explanation. She had dressed for a social night and gone out, despite the diminishing numbers. Perhaps she needed it more than most people. Certainly, she seemed to need my attention.

She soon returned to ask, “Sorry, could I have another one?” I made eye contact, smiled, and offered her the box.

“I feel bad though, taking another one off you; feels like I owe you something,” said the girl. It seemed blatant that she was trying to get some kind of hookup going on, and had decided that I, rather than the people she was with, was the best target. Despite her obviousness, she looked awkward. Her body was still closed in on itself, so defensive you wouldn’t have credited it with her open approach.

“No need. Sit down and join us,” I half-requested, half-directed, while pointing at the empty chair opposite me. She sat down and told me her name—Becky.

On previous occasions when I talked to attractive girls who displayed even the slightest interest in me, I tried to attract them by being funny, by cracking endless jokes. Most people understood this as nervousness. This time was different. I was confident and didn’t bother with small talk or light banter. I asked questions about herself and every aspect of her life.

My colleagues had noticed Becky and me being attentive toward each other.

“He’s nice, you know,” a work friend named Claire said to Becky, having leaned forward with a craned neck, her blue eyes intent. “Just much too cocky.”

Becky seemed to respond to this, to enjoy the attention that she and her arrogant paramour were receiving, and asked me repeatedly if I worked in sales.

I demurred, told her minor details about my job, and returned the conversation back to her. Whilst questioning her, she told me about her recent split from her boyfriend.

I ran the usual gallant lines about how he was a fool for letting her go, but she kept on insisting that it was her fault and that she could be difficult. The conversation carried on along that track, and then she mentioned this ex-boyfriend had strangled her when angry. Without hesitation and with complete sincerity, I stated he had no right and only insisted more vigorously when she replied about deserving it.

The night continued, and the pattern of our behavior grew more pronounced and noteworthy. I became dominant, almost arrogant, but still the attentive and chivalrous gentleman while she continued her compliant agreement with my suggestions and answered my questions.

After fetching another round of drinks, we moved to a separate table and later in the evening, I bluntly asked her if she had gone out that evening to attract male attention, to help her get over the previous boyfriend. She blushed, looked down, and nodded. Little else remained except to ask how I was doing at giving her the desired attention before inviting her to spend the night in a hotel. Surprised at the directness of my offer, she accepted.

With as much discretion as possible, we left together, ignoring the inquiring eyes of those we had arrived with. We spent the night in each other’s arms. I asked her to tell me what she liked and then did it. As I pressed inside her and felt her skin and body pressed against mine, I pulled back and pressed my right hand tightly to her throat. Her moans of pleasure continued, and she held me tighter.

It was the most intense night imaginable. Beyond anything I had experienced before. Becky told me everything she thought and wanted. To her, in those moments, I was the most important person and understood her needs better than anyone else. She had needed someone with whom to share her thoughts and to command her into bed, but also someone she could feel comfortable with and feel no shame. The strangling, something she had taken as a painful sign of her own unworthiness and guilt, I turned into an act that brought delight.

It was strange, though. We fell asleep, and upon waking, we knew something had passed, and an end was coming. Still, we joined our bodies together in determined need and talked about private thoughts, though now there was a desperation in it. Our moment was gone. In the morning, we discarded the social niceties of exchanging numbers or asking to meet again sometime.

As Becky left, she turned, looked at me and raised her right hand in a painful half-wave, half-salute farewell. I watched her with an expressionless face, tilting my head forward in a nod. She exited the room quietly.

I sat on the bed after she had left, noting the bedding rumpled from the night’s activities, the room holding her smell. It was quiet and I could hear nothing. Despite our intense connection, the sheets held more than I did. Our meeting had passed from a fleeting present into the past.

That did not seem right. I should not have gone from being the center of her world to a barely recalled physical encounter. I resolved that next time things would be different.
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      So, we move on from the potential of Becky to my real first. The first time someone gifted me their soul for eternity. I suppose there is something extra about Liz; she helped me become an actual person who understood relationships and feelings. Liz made me the man I dreamed of being. 

I worked with Liz. She was the office social secretary and organized most of the official and unofficial nights out. Many such nights involved her getting drunk, noisily being the center of attention, and flirting with her work colleagues. She was quite famous for it. People would tease her about some of her antics, and in this teasing, I would sometimes hear an undertone of disparaging mockery.

Many considered Liz attractive—maybe a little short, thickset with the faintest trace of a hook nose. She was also buxom, with good, olive-tinged skin and a defined, shapely face. Many office guys flirted with her, and some tried to press it further. None of them appeared to take her seriously, though. No one tried to date or forge a permanent relationship with her. The joking comments that people called out reduced her to being the drunk office flirt. People never seemed to recognize the effort she was making to keep people entertained. Only Liz invited shyer or new people to the office parties and often talked to them throughout the evening.

People dismissed this effort as Liz being the social queen bee holding court. Or as an attention whore, addicted to being the center of the universe’s attention. I recognized the inherent kindness there, the desire to include everyone. Her due modest reward was to be important to people.

After Becky, I was hunting for someone whose needs I could fulfill in a way that no one else could. Someone whom other people misunderstood, but whom I could understand and give something unique and precious to. To be the only person who appreciated their inherent beauty and truly saw them.

I understood Liz differently than everyone else, saw her more clearly. I saw a witty lady who could define and describe humor in every situation. To me, she was intelligent, attractive, and considerate. I liked the way she walked, thought it was fun, the way she twisted her body from side-to-side in time to her steps, and only I noticed how well she enunciated her vowels. Other people had dulled perceptions and could not see what was really there; I knew Liz.

Making Liz mine (to use an archaic and sexist phrase) was a long but easy path. Office social events were frequent, and an established core was always at the bar. At one of these events, I found Liz at the bar, surrounded by everyone from the office. If asked to guess, I would say she positioned herself in the middle; it had not organically sprung up around her. As I watched, she was trying to talk to as many people at once, twisting herself backward and forward.

This movement had caused her skirt to ride up her leg. Not deliberate, and not too noticeable. Still, one young man mentioned it loudly to his friend before turning to Liz to inform her she had revealed herself to everyone. I was returning from the bar and walked near her stool as he made his comment. With a mock shocked expression, Liz pulled down her skirt so that it covered more of her flesh.

“What did you think of everyone looking at my leg?” she said, noticing me as she turned around.

“I think they lack enough manners to even notice your physical form.” My half-smile showed I was not at all serious. “Instead, they should try to understand your inner beauty, rather than reducing you to a piece of meat.”

“Exactly.” Liz gave a stern look of reproval directed at those who had commented on her apparent immodesty. We publicly exchanged our thoughts on those who did not know how to address a lady before I excused myself. We spoke little for the rest of the evening, although we exchanged occasional nods and comments as we passed each other. Being obvious was unnecessary; I had already achieved many of the things I intended to. Liz had introduced herself, and I had let her know she could talk to me and proved that I saw her differently than everyone else.

Before leaving, I told her we would speak again soon.

I already knew where I intended the relationship to end. It wasn’t spontaneous. Becky taught me that my need was for permanence and importance. Achieving such a goal would take time and effort. After all, nothing worthwhile is ever easy. Liz was worth it, and my intentions were honorable. This one was for the long haul. Most wanted Liz for one night. My approach took a whole new track with a very different end goal.

I waited to see how things developed after letting Liz notice me. It didn’t take long. While having a smoke outside the office one morning, Liz arrived with another person and walked straight past with no acknowledgement. I admit, I was crushed and wondered if I had misjudged things.

“Hello,” she called and with a slight, deliberate elongation to the “l” sound. Liz had turned around, seen that she had walked past me, and called out. I smiled, waved, and greeted her back. It was a simple exchange, with little content requiring interpretation, but it confirmed I was heading in the right direction. No need to panic.

It was at the next office outing that this love affair further developed. I had arrived with the usual crowd. Liz was talking to everyone from the office at the bar. Unconsciously, my personality changed at the start of the evening, and I was in a more reserved mode, shying away from the limelight.

Liz worked the room, talking to everyone, making them feel welcome, but always heading in my direction. I waited, talking quietly with a small group of colleagues, pretending to pay her no attention. With no warning, my drink-holding hand was abruptly knocked aside as Liz sat on my lap. With a broad smile directed at everyone else at the table, she remained seated there and moved her arm around my neck.

“That’s a little forward,” someone joked to Liz after she had sat down.

“No. She’s welcome here,” I said in return. Liz smiled at this comment and helped herself to a sip of my drink.

We spent the night talking and flirting with each other, my earlier reticence disappearing as our conversation progressed. I became coarser than usual, something Liz claimed she found refreshing. I asked her about the number of men she had slept with, then gave a disbelieving look at the answer before suggesting that women halved their tallies. When she asked mine, I told her a fictitious number (way higher than it was) and suggested that men doubled theirs.

I let Liz lead me outside at one stage. Her purpose was quite clear. I wanted to start things moving, so I let her lead me. I kissed her then. Outside, in the quiet, under the moonlight. Stroked her hair and face and told her she had superb, soft, silken skin. I did not take it further and returned inside after our first kiss and asked her what she wanted from life.

It was a long conversation, and she gave me details about her views and wants. There was nothing shocking there. Liz wanted what everyone else does: adventure and excitement and someone who loved her.

The evening ended. The relationship was already important, but for the moment, I was the chivalrous gentleman. I walked her to where she was getting on the train, our arms linked, my wrist lifted so that I could stroke my fingers on her wrist.

“You’re seriously good company,” Liz said with a contented sigh, leaning her head against my shoulder. I kept quiet as we walked the rest of the way, enjoying the warm companionship of the silence. At the station, I leaned in to kiss her mouth gently. Briefly breaking the tenderness, I told her that although I wished otherwise, for the moment it was better that she left. It was true on many levels.

After that, Liz made excuses to visit me in the office. She would talk to others, pretend they were the reason for visiting, but speak to me last and for the longest. We dated and did all the things that young people in love do: visited museums, went skating, watched movies after eating Italian food. Sometimes we stayed in and ordered pizza while watching classic films.

Liz changed. At the start, she remained the drunk office flirt, standing in the center of a group of men, enjoying the attention. That continued happening, but then she would see me standing to one side, stone-faced, and she would leave the group to talk to me. Maybe she wanted to make me jealous, but I didn’t respond. She used to like the fact that even after trying to get a rise and allowing some office Lothario to buy her a drink, I wouldn’t say a word of blame or argument but would accept her company with absolute enjoyment. And so, as the relationship progressed, she decided what she wanted, stopped talking to groups of men, getting drunk, and the skirts got longer.

As I knew she would, she told me she loved me one night, her arms locked around my neck in the dark, her eyes gazing into mine. My head moved so that my lips were brushing against her ear to whisper, “I love you,” in return. She rested her head on my shoulder, sighing softly in contentment. I realized things could not improve. This was our apex, and I resolved to not let it change. To keep it like this forever.

Next morning, I repeated I loved her and asked to take her away for the weekend. Just the two of us. I wanted to spend some time alone. For a second, she looked so vulnerable and open that my stomach clenched with a wave of protectiveness. Then she smiled and nodded her head with vigor.

There wasn’t much to it. I found a location, organized a time, packed a picnic meal, wine, car rug, shovel, and took a spare set of clothes in case things got messy. Liz lived on her own with little opportunity to share our weekend plans, so I didn’t worry about people knowing where or when we were together. It was not just time constraints and opportunity that stopped our plans from being shared—I think Liz wanted to keep things special and secret between us and would not have revealed our intended weekend tryst to anyone, anyway.

Liz was looking forward to it—as I parked outside her house, she charged outside in that bouncing manner of hers, smiling from ear-to-ear. Tears gathered in my eyes and I turned the music on while checking the side mirror so she would not notice my emotions.

The ride was short and chatty. Liz provided humorous commentary on sights from the car window, and I responded with puns and jokes that made her laugh, a silver tinkling sound. It was a sunny day. Liz would periodically smile out of the car window at the weather and scenery. After arriving at the picnic site, we carried the picnic and walked off the beaten path, holding hands.

I led us to a beautiful, secluded spot. A river ran down by the side of a grassy knoll, bedecked with moss-covered stones. The water made a welcoming and joyful gurgling noise, undisturbed by the sound of any other human. It was a quiet area, known only to a few locals. Many years prior, I had visited there on a school trip and remembered it while thinking of where to take Liz for our final, most important date. The previous week, I had checked the area again to ensure it was as perfect for our needs as I remembered it. Liz always appreciated my efforts, and she was worth the time.

I spread out the picnic blanket, smoothing out the wrinkles with my hands, and unpacked the food and drinks.

I carefully poured the wine into plastic cups and finished unwrapping the food before looking at Liz, taking in and savoring her happiness. She had dressed overly smartly for an outdoor date: a black dress that showed off her figure and clung to her legs as she sat down. My breath quickened with suppressed excitement. With a slight tremble to my hands, I passed her a plate loaded with sandwiches.

The date passed from one savored moment to the next. We enjoyed each other’s company in comfortable silence, sharing glances for long seconds before admiring the scenery or tasting the food. After eating, Liz lay back and closed her eyes. I took off my jacket, folded it into quarters, and gently raised her head to slide this improvised pillow underneath. She opened her eyes to look at me and her lips parted in a wide, generous smile.

I shifted myself so I lay on top of her. My hands moved over her body before moving up to caress my palms against her cheek. We kissed with tenderness, both intending to move things to a more intimate conclusion. I drew back, taking in every aspect of her, the inhale of her breath causing her breasts to rise and press against my chest. The only sound was the river languidly laughing as it carried on its journey. I closed my eyes and drank in Liz’s scent: a mixture of perfume and sun-dried earth. I brought my right hand to encircle her neck. Liz still had her eyes closed, but her hands massaged my shoulders. I waited until she relaxed and then pressed down hard.

Liz’s eyes burst open wide, her hands and arms tightened on my shoulders. Her body tried to prevent her soul’s true wants. Her legs jerked apart, and her knees tightened around me as she thrashed her midriff from side-to-side. Hands grasped, encircled me and clawed at my back before I shifted my body and moved my knees to pin her arms down. We stayed locked in the moment for minutes before realizing we were approaching our climax. I bought more of my weight to bear down on my hand and moved my face closer. Her breath choked in short, shallow, and forced gasps. Her eyes widened in shock, but only moved to look into mine. With a sudden jerk, and one last convulsion of our bodies, it was over.

A sudden rush of adrenaline jolted through me, joined by a sharp, intense feeling of joy. As I closed my eyes and collapsed forward, drawing in breath in quick, explosive gasps, I felt Liz and all that she had ever been rushing into me, filling me, expanding in my mind. Becoming part of my soul. The closing of my eyes allowed me to see her sights and visions throughout the different stages of life. It was the most perfect form of absorption and merging. This journey of her soul into me was absolute. I had felt nothing like it.

I rolled onto my back and got my breathing under control, but kept my eyes shut so I could focus on the glut of memories, thoughts, and feelings that swelled up inside.

It was only much later that I opened them again and looked at Liz. She was there, lying next to me, her hair mussed by our struggle and eyes open wide, staring at horizons that had fast receded. Her lips were parted. I leaned over and lovingly kissed her, moving my hands as to straighten her hair, only breaking our kiss to look into her eyes one last time before gently pressing shut the lids. They would not close properly, being stiff and resistant, and after a few attempts, I realized they looked more restful open.

I walked to the edge of a knoll before kneeling. My body trembled, spent, and the world spun as I leaned back, light-headed. My knees were on the verge of collapsing.

I scanned the area, searching for somewhere suitable to lay her body. It took a while to decide. I selected a spot near the riverside; it was scenic, beautiful. The water had softened the soil, and it was predominantly moss on top of stones.

Though I hated to leave my love unattended and exposed to the elements, a quick attempt at digging a suitable resting place using hands and feet proved too unwieldy and time consuming. I returned to the car to retrieve the shovel from the boot.

I returned to the selected spot, and initially moved the larger stones away by hand, before using the shovel to dig a deep, wide groove.

I lifted my first love and carried her over to the shrine before laying her reverently within it. The river had permeated the shape, and the groove had filled with water. It lifted Liz’s hair away from her head, appearing to crown her, and I smiled at the image. The rest of the arrangement involved moving her limbs so they rested naturally, and brushing mud from the front of her dress. Then I replaced some of the soil, moved the moss-covered stones to cover and maintain her in this serene repose, putting the smaller ones around her before placing the larger ones on top of them.

It took ages. The effort exhausted me before I had even half-completed the task, but it was worth it. Liz had the monument she deserved. The rocks ensured she would remain undisturbed, and the arrangement of moss suggested that everything had been in its current position for years. A thin trickle of river seeped through the tomb’s head, expanding
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