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For
Andrea, Alison & Michelle
Thank you for giving us the time to dream…
and the children
Adam & Matthew, Matthew and Tallis
This is what Daddy’s on about, when he says he’s writing…
Thanks to:
Sarah Fowler, Kim Talbot Hoelzli, David Roberts, Simon Marshall-Jones, Sefton Disney, Sheri Jenkins White and Val Walmsley - good proof readers all - and Tim C Taylor, for making it work
Waiting For Josh, by Stephen Bacon
Come See My House In The Pretty Town, by Mark West
Closer Than You Think, by Neil Williams
When I got the call from Dale’s mum, I could tell by her voice that I needed to hurry. When you’ve worked at a paper like the Evening Standard for 15 years, you get used to detecting bad news in the tone of someone’s voice. I called in a couple of days’ leave and took a deep breath. Then I drove 250 miles to see my childhood friend die.
To be fair, it had been almost 20 years since I’d seen him. The last time I’d been back to Scarborough had been in 1996 for Dad’s funeral. I’d stayed all of four hours, just enough time to pay my respects to Dad and check that Mum was okay. Visiting my childhood haunts was like facing a part of my past I wasn’t ready to see, so I didn’t hang around long. By nightfall I was back home, prowling my Crouch End apartment, reminding myself that I was now a hot-shot reporter.
It was a Wednesday morning when I left London for North Yorkshire. I’d called ahead to tell Mum that I was coming, and I could imagine the excited bustling that I’d triggered by the news. It was reassuring to see greenery as I sped up the M1. It was a reminder that life still existed outside of London.
By evening the roads had thinned away and I was driving along a quiet track flanked by dense woods on either side. My journey was almost at its end and I found my thoughts returning to my old friend, Dale.
We were both born in 1965, exactly one week apart. He was in my class at school, and from the age of 9 we were firm friends. By 11 we were almost inseparable. The usual boyhood events had coloured our lives – camping in the woods, swimming at the lake, hunting for crabs on the beachfront. We even had our own secret code - a pattern of symbols representing letters, and we would write each other cryptic messages and leave them at the pre-arranged drop-off points in our neighbourhood. Dale had his own library card and we read all the Hardy Boys mysteries and Three Investigators books, keen to start our own crime-solving gang. He’d always been far more outgoing than I had; confidence in abundance, always the one with suggestions and enthusiasm, always the one with the drive. It’s fair to say that he influenced me enough to broaden my horizons, giving me the ambition to look to a future beyond the borders of Scarborough. When I left for university to study journalism, it was fuelled with the confidence that Dale had instilled in me. And yet I’d learned that he’d spent the last 20 years in a derelict flat, drinking himself to death.
How could such a thing happen? How could a fun-loving, friendly, generous, intelligent young man end up such a middle-aged wreck? I wanted to find out what had occurred in those intervening years, to try to come to terms with what had gone on and to understand his life. But most of all I just wanted to see my old pal before the end.
I could hear the roar of the sea on my right. Every so often the trees dropped away and I caught a glimpse of the ragged shoreline, imagining the spray on my face, recalling the stark elegance of the North East coastline. As I drew closer to Scarborough, the darkening sky began to glow with an approaching sea mist.
The road into town almost floored me – nostalgia evoked by the view left me shivering with nerves. Shops and houses were just as I remembered. It felt almost as if the town had awaited my return.
I drew up outside Mum’s house. The trees were higher than they once were, summer rendering the yard with a lush depth that corroborated my memories. I could even see the stickers on the glass of my old bedroom window. Despite my fatigue, I managed to appear bright as Mum met me at the door with a hug and ushered me inside. We spent the rest of the evening drinking tea and talking. I was moved by how happy she was to see me, surprised how the last decade had aged her. Nevertheless, her face was animated as she fussed around. The old house was an oasis of comfort; it had hardly changed since I’d left, and I was reminded again how alien my life in London had become.
The only dark undercurrent of our conversation was my reason for returning. We touched on Dale’s condition tenderly. She was as shocked as I was by the news that he was seriously ill. Though Dale and I had been very close as kids, our parents didn’t actually know each other that well. We lived centrally, while the Campbell’s house stood out on the coast road. My memories that evening were gentle recollections. We shared laughter and tales of reminiscent warmth. By the time I’d slipped between the covers of my old bed my mind was exhausted. I drifted into a cosy sleep.
Mum’s breakfast the next morning cut back the years. I sat at the table and basked in the sun that poured through the window. Then I kissed my Mum and drove to the hospital, trying to ignore the sourness that was beginning to gnaw at my stomach.
I’d arranged to meet Mrs Campbell in the visitors’ lounge. As I rode the lift up to the fourth floor, I couldn’t stop my legs shaking.
She met me in the corridor. Her face was gaunt, and it trembled as she spotted me. Her embrace was firmer than I’d imagined, probably fuelled by emotion. She led me into the pastel-coloured visitors’ room and we both took a seat. For several moments she wiped her eyes while I struggled to make placatory noises. She thanked me for coming, and I heard her voice strengthening as the words began to flow.
Dale had left home in 1984 - the same year that I’d left to go to Uni. He’d landed a cleaner’s job in Whitby. She expressed her disappointment that he’d chosen not to attend Uni as I had, but instead decided to work at a nursing home for the elderly. Over the intervening years they’d seen him only once, and spoken to him on the phone three times. He’d never bothered with Christmas or birthdays. On one occasion they’d read in a local newspaper about his arrest for being drunk and disorderly.
Then about a month ago a doctor called and explained that Dale was in hospital, and due to the nature of the illness it was unlikely he would come out. Mr and Mrs Campbell rushed to his bedside and made the necessary arrangements to transfer him here.
He was suffering from severe liver failure - his organs had been ravaged by prolonged alcohol abuse. Transplants were too late; there was nothing anyone could do for him. He might have months – or as little as days – to live. Three days before, he had croaked a request to his mother that he’d like to see me.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/66737 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!