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Ben Ellis lives in Worthing with his wife, son and step-son.

You can find Ben online at www.b3n3llis.com.


About the Book
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How can you find love, when you’ve lost sight of yourself?

Sheridan doesn’t know what he looks like. There’s nothing wrong with his vision, it’s just that he’s the only person in the world who can’t see his own face.

Despite this, he has it all going for him – a good job as an optometrist, a nice home, and a wonderful girlfriend. All until Heidi, totally out of the blue, dumps him.

And to make matters worse, not only has she broken his heart, but she’s disappeared. Distraught, Sheridan begins to search for her, and ends up finding himself along the way . . .

This is a story about how sometimes it’s the people closest to us that see us the best and, if we lose sight of ourselves, can tell us who we really are.



For Claire, Happy 1st Anniversary!

(PAPER!)

*please don’t be reading the ebook version*




SHERIDAN




Chapter One

ONE YEAR BEFORE TODAY

I grip the bench. My foot taps out an urgent SOS in Morse code. I’m holding on tight because I can feel my world is about to get turned upside down.

This bench, ‘our bench’, in the middle of the pedestrianised high street of Wigthorn, is on display for all to see. I’m a dummy in a shop window.

All the moments in the past in which I’ve sat nervously waiting for someone else to direct the course of my life coalesce into one: outside the headmaster’s office; at the doctors’ with an ex, awaiting the morning after pill; in a little chair in the corner at home awaiting the return of my dad after breaking a window; job interviews; first dates; getting my eyes tested. Right now, this bench has all the ergonomic comfort of an electric chair.

The source of this anxiety? Heidi. My girlfriend, Heidi. Although, it’s the ‘girlfriend’ part of that statement that is in jeopardy at the moment. The precariousness of my future lies in her thoughts on this matter. The past few months have seen imperceptible changes pass right beneath our feet, and only recently have we begun to notice them. Or rather, only recently have I begun to notice them. I don’t see how these changes would fundamentally affect our relationship. We just need to take a pit stop, change tyres, refuel, and carry on. My sense of foreboding stems from the fact that I don’t think Heidi’s on the same track. Whatever the time after the ‘honeymoon period’ is called, well, that period has ended too.

Using motor racing analogies isn’t going to help my cause either.

Yesterday, Heidi said we should meet here today. She’s had twenty-four hours to think of reasons to leave, and I’ve had twenty-four hours to compose a miracle monologue on why she should stay. I wonder how she’s done, because I’ve got nothing.

She’s late.

I sit on the bench with my head down, avoiding all contact with the outside world. I don’t want to catch the eye of any friends, ­colleagues or customers and have to conjure up a modicum of enthusiasm. I’m on hold, paused, frozen until Heidi shares her thoughts with me. This bench used to be fun. On our lunch breaks, we’d people-watch: judge strangers, evaluate customers and gossip about so-and-so from that shop sleeping with whodyamacallit from the other shop. Now it’s me on display, every passer-by passing comment, every mannequin watching in silent judgement. People in glass houses, etc.

I haven’t arrived at this defining moment unarmed. I prepared myself earlier and now have an ace up my sleeve – a surprise holiday. Unoriginal? Yes. Crass? Yes. Cheap? Metaphorically, maybe. Financially? Unfortunately not. Desperate? Hell, yes. The credit card bill is going to be hanging around a lot longer than the tan. Well, it’s almost booked. I’m waiting for Angela from Holidays Plus to come over like the cavalry and confirm the five-star hotel in Dubai has been booked, as the computer system froze and it was getting late. I thought it would be a sweet moment, almost romantic, to have her come up to us on our lunch break to break the news, Angela a bejewelled, buxom messenger of hope.

I look east to search out Angela, but she’s nowhere to be seen. I look west to see if Heidi’s coming out of Candleina, but she’s . . . yes she is. She’s talking to a friend . . . and now she’s coming over.

This is it.

I look east again, hoping to see Angela and my secret weapon. Nothing. I’m on my own, as I’ve always been. This is probably why I’m where I am.

Heidi is walking over, avoiding eye contact. Even without seeing her face, I can tell she’s not in the best of moods just from her walk. Hopefully she’s had a really crap customer this morning or her camera’s broken or it’s something, anything, other than me.

There’s plenty of room on the bench but I move over as a welcoming gesture. She flashes me an ill-drawn smile with darkened eyes before sitting down and coughing a little. She doesn’t look good: pale, stressed, vacant. Am I the cause? Whatever’s in me, is it in her? Does the reason Heidi and I got together have more to do with mirroring than love? Dependency, not devotion. Shadows on crutches escaping the night.

‘I can’t offer you anything, Sheridan.’

This is typical of Heidi, dropping a softly spoken bombshell into my lap without context or preamble. I try my usual first approach at diffusing one of Heidi’s heavy-handed, open-ended conversation stoppers by totally brushing it off as something banal and mundane. Sometimes it works; lately it hasn’t.

I raise my sandwich. ‘It’s all right, I’ve got—’

‘I don’t mean the sandwich, Sheridan. I mean, I can’t offer you anything in life.’

‘Oh.’

‘There’s no point pretending, is there?’ Sitting with her elbows resting on her knees clutching a bottle of water, Heidi continually twists the lid like a dial, clockwise, anti-clockwise, clockwise, anti-clockwise. We watch, waiting for it to tune us both into the same wavelength. ‘We’re not kids, life’s too short, people never change . . .’

‘Are you gonna say something original?’ I don’t mean to be mean. OK, I do. I can feel parts of myself disintegrating, so I pick off something sharp and throw it at her, hoping it’ll pierce the small talk and hit something truthful.

‘What do you want me to say, Sheridan? We’re over?’

Too sharp. ‘If that’s what you want to say, then say it.’

‘We’re over.’ She glances at me. I try to cushion the blow. ‘We don’t know each other. I don’t know you, Sheridan. Sometimes what you do and what you say are so far removed from what I want, I wonder how we even got here in the first place.’

‘You don’t know me’ – that old chestnut. A few months ago it was all, ‘We’re so made for each other’, ‘We’re soul mates’, ‘We’re two peas in a fucking pod’, but now it’s all philosophical. ‘You don’t know me’ as in, how can anyone know anyone else? That’s what you believe now because it suits your own needs, don’t try and bullshit me. Your feelings have changed, not your personality or your past, and neither have mine, so don’t go turning this into something deeper than that. You’ve changed your mind, you don’t want to deal with it and you just want to walk away. That’s the oldest love story in the world.

I put my arm on the bench, turning around to see if anyone from my shop, Twenty20 Opticians, is looking through the display of frames, sunglasses and special offers. No. I turn back and look at the shop opposite, Candleina, Heidi’s workplace, and no one there is peering through the candles, pot pourri, and aromatherapy displays either.

Now is when I’d appreciate some help, but the world has turned away. I feel insignificant – a feeling I recognise all too well. I’m out in the open, exposed to a multitude of shoppers filing past during one of the most pivotal moments in my life, no one batting an eyelid or even performing the smallest of cursory glances. The mannequins’ eyes glaze over. Apparently, we’re just a couple having lunch on a bench in town. Perspective is everything. Trust me, I’m an optometrist.

I look for our reflections in a shop window. It won’t do any good, not for me anyway. I change tack. ‘Is there someone else?’

‘Christ, Sheridan! You can be an absolute prick sometimes. Am I seeing someone else? When, Sheridan? When have I ever had the time away from you to meet anyone since we’ve been together? You don’t get many straight, single guys coming into Candleina.’

There’re one or two things I’ve never been able to see, and this termination appears to be another one of them. ‘Is it because I suggested moving in with each other recently? Because that’s not a deal breaker for me. If you want to wait, that’s fine.’

Heidi looks me in the eyes for the first time. I try to keep her there, but she knows better. I can see she’s twisted the lid on too tight and can’t undo it again. Heidi’s heart speaks in between the beats. Her face betrays what her mouth never does.

‘This isn’t a hurdle for you, is it? This is an exit, a chance of escape.’

She’s given up trying to loosen the lid and is just tightening it up even more. I offer her an open hand. She puts the bottle into it.

‘I can’t give you a definitive list of reasons, Sheridan. I can’t explain every little detail. It’s just the way it is. I’m sorry. Really, I am, Sheridan.’

The lid is stuck; Heidi has always been strong. Or stubborn. I’m never sure where one begins and the other ends. I give her the bottle and keep hold of the lid. Now we’re probably tuned into the same wavelength.

‘I never realised things were quite this bad, that your reaction would be quite so . . . final. Christ, I feel like an idiot.’

She doesn’t answer, she doesn’t move. Nothing.

I must be an idiot. It’s amazing how the brain can fool you. Mine fools me everyday.

Are Heidi and I mirrors for each other? Reflecting the soul we can’t see for ourselves? Or did love lift us from mere dependency? I need to know if we’re the same or different. Heidi may have become so skilled at hiding her lack of reflection that she’s able to hide it from anyone, even me. It’s possible, because I’ve managed to hide the same condition from her.

A couple of tears tread carefully down Heidi’s cheek. I hitch a ride and pull out a tissue. ‘Heidi, here, make-up’s running.’

‘Thanks.’ Heidi takes the tissue and retrieves a pocket mirror from her handbag. With the tissue pulled tightly around her finger, she starts to clean up the mess I’ve caused.

It’s quite clear: Heidi doesn’t suffer from the same disorder as I do. She can see herself. Mirrors don’t manifest a mystery. I never doubted a beautiful girl such as her had the equilibrium of a beautiful soul looking back.

She’s nothing like me.

‘What if we took a break, Heidi? Give us some space to figure out what’s going on here and find out what we both want.’ My enthusiasm for this idea fades as soon as I hear it come out of my own mouth.

‘No, Sheridan. I want a clean break.’ Heidi sits up rigidly, talking to me but facing the street as though she’s giving someone directions. She is. ‘Let’s not prolong it. It’ll just complicate things. A clean break is good for both of us, and it gives us both clarity moving forward.’ She takes my hand without looking. I’m sure it’s for comfort and not to reclaim the lid.

Clarity moving forward? What self-help claptrap did she dig that up from? She turns briefly to give me an empty smile, devoid of emotion or sentiment. I see nothing in her eyes. All the chemistry that bonded us together has dissipated, all the magnetism faded. All of a sudden, she looks like a stranger.

All of a sudden, I feel like a stranger interrupting this girl’s lunch break.

What more can I say? How can I fill this silence with something profound or life-changing? Just something ‘mind-changing’ would do me right now, but nothing comes. She’s made her mind up. She’s not stupid. She knows what she wants. I’m probably the stupid one – got to be. The dumb optometrist who can’t see what’s plainly obvious, can’t see the nose in front of his face. It would be funny if it weren’t true.

Who was I to think this could turn out any different? A happy ending with a beautiful, intelligent, independent young woman? Ain’t going to happen, son! Not here and not today.

‘Sheridan.’ Heidi crouches over in pain, grimacing as she brings her chest down to her knees before straightening herself back up and taking a swig of water. ‘I feel like crap, if it’s any consolation.’ For the first time she looks at me as though we might have met sometime in the past and exchanged a pleasant word or two. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Yeah.’ I’m not sure I believe her, but I acknowledge the words. I can feel the faintest spark of hope flickering deep in the darkness, as it does in the heart of an optimistic fool. I have to leave. ‘Look, I’ll have lunch somewhere else, leave you alone in peace.’

‘No, Sheridan, you stay here. I’ve got to go.’

Heidi stands up, and for the first time I notice she hadn’t really settled on the bench for lunch like she normally does – no sandwiches, no magazine, no camera. It was a planned sit-and-go meeting: work, have lunch, dump Sheridan, go back to work. No fuss.

‘Goodbye, Sheridan.’ She leans in to give me a pained kiss. I half-offer a cheek. ‘Goodbye, Sheridan’ is a little too final for my liking.

‘See you later, Heidi.’

And that’s it.

I watch Heidi walk away as I grip onto the bench, resisting the gravity dragging me towards her. If she doesn’t glance back for one last look, I may never see her face again.

She doesn’t.

Gone, disappearing into the smoky aromas and designer colours of Candleina without a second thought. Already I’m forgotten, lying here on the bench midway through a heart transplant with my chest clamped open, waiting for the replacement as a cold breeze rattles through my ribs, reality quickly sweeping aside the anaesthetic.

A jangle of jewellery alerts me to Angela from Holidays Plus approaching. ‘Hey, Sheridan! I got you that holiday in Dubai for a bargain price. They’re throwing in the honeymoon suite for free too, as they’ve had a last-minute cancellation.’

I crank up an industrial smile, the one I reserve for humouring customers’ idiotic questions. ‘Thanks, Angela, sounds great. I’ll come in this afternoon to sort it all out.’

‘OK. I thought you said Heidi would be here?’

‘Yeah, she had to leave unexpectedly. Thanks, I’ll see you later.’

Get up, Sheridan, leave! Go! Anywhere will do. Junk food? No, I don’t feel hungry. I couldn’t eat a thing; it’ll just fall out of my open chest. Just walk. Where? Follow the breeze, it sounds romantic, the sort of thing a broken-hearted poet would do. I stick my finger up, an exaggerated gesture. Empty, futile gestures are for those without hope or reason. The wind’s heading east. I head east.

I try to figure out what this is all going to mean for me, the big change from being with the woman you love, who you think you’re going to be with for ever, to being alone. I shuffle along the street without getting any closer to getting my head around it, but there’s one thing that might’ve changed for the better. Maybe I’m no longer alone in here, looking out upon the universe without being able to look down at my feet? Maybe remnants of the devastation left behind are being stirred up in a tail-spin, swirling around in the darkness, slowly coalescing into a rudimentary human being, clumps of life colliding with chunks of consciousness, getting bigger and bigger, until it forms all the attributes of a fully functioning human being and achieving a mass which it can reflect upon.

To see myself for the first time at my lowest ebb would be the sweetest of all ironies. Would I ever want to look at myself again?

Sudden traumatic events can alter a person’s mental or physical limitations, causing a permanent change, sometimes giving them an amazing new skill or ability. Now I’m hoping this turn of events has been significant enough to jolt my optic nerve, give my occipital lobe a kick up the arse and shake up my visual cortex a bit.

Again, my foolish heart harbours the slimmest ray of hope amongst the onslaught of a dark future. I increase my pace, hold my head up, and search out a retail outlet providing easy access to a mirror. A women’s clothes shop lies just ahead. I cross the pedestrianised street towards it, straightening my back, adjusting my jacket, preparing to meet a stranger.

The shop isn’t too hectic so I can easily find room in front of a mirror, but I don’t want to launch straight into it, I want to savour it.

Plus I’m scared.

A full-length mirror sits on a pillar in the middle of the shop floor. Next to it is a selection of jackets. I file through some of the jackets, pretending I’m shopping for the lady in my life. Why? I don’t know.

I’m scared.

I end the useless charade and sidestep in front of the mirror with my head bowed down. I see my shoes. Raising my head, I see my trousers, belt, white shirt. Then I climb the stripes on my tie upwards to the collar, my neck. I can’t lift my head anymore. I don’t want to. I’ve already skipped ahead, like a reader on the last page skipping to the last paragraph. I’ve already seen the familiar blur just above the outline of my chin. I don’t want to look up any further.

I look up.

Nothing. No face. Just a blur.
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