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“Why did old Fred never marry?”

Those gossips flocked around the supermarket’s apron ‘chacker-chacker-chackered’
in the way of starlings while greedily picking through the tender titbits of people’s

lives.

Fred had his reasons for staying single, but no wish to stop and share them. Adroitly,
he skirted the flock and headed for the park. As for being old, he was not as old as
they believed. He was merely worn of tread and thread and on that occasion, heavy
of heart. As he approached the park’s tall, ornate gates, the area’s last reminder of
the town’s grander days, his subtle nod acknowledged their craftsmanship.
Magically, that encounter softened his worried expression. As if lifted by a surge of
happy memories, his steps turned lighter as he passed through the entrance into a

park he knew better than most.

Mothers with prams, morning joggers, or the old-timers sitting on a favourite bench
might note Fred eagerly pass up the drive. Then hastily on past the dry, weed and
litter-infested flower beds. Once he would have paused to admire them. Now they
hardly received a glance, unless it was to scorn their barren state. He preferred
remembering the flowers that once glowed and flowed in the beds, lending all a
splendid sense of renewal. From there, he followed an oblique path towards the
tennis courts before veering off. Having reached that point, he became invisible to
visitors in the park’s more frequented areas. Ducking beneath the overhanging
branches of a tree, he cut away from the main route. The new path was narrower
and overgrown, but exactly as he hoped it would be. Indeed, it needed to be for it led
to his special place, a grassy area hidden away from public view. These days, it was

his dreaming spot, his sacred place for remembering his and its past.

The spot was flanked on one side by a steep slope leading down to the park’s
reeking, leaky, littered duck pond, wallowing in neglect below. Accommodatingly, the
slope was nicely topped by a long row of thick ornamental shrubs. He had little fear

that anyone would gatecrash his privacy from that direction. To do so, they would



have to know there was a path, and thankfully, so few did. The rest of his spot was
wonderfully concealed by an impressive, thick, leafy bank of Azaleas, composed of
several breathtaking varieties. From March onwards, their shiny, dark green foliage
was splashed with a promenading display of sassy bedtime-pink or delicate, angel-
white blooms. At various times, they were dotted with intriguing, unpredictable
guests. Casting aside the norm, they arrived in bright red or light-lilac shades, so
beloved by one. In turn, the Azalea hedge was shielded by the remains of a once-

thriving woodland fenced off from the public tread, though not their longing gaze.

“Yeah, tease us, but don’t please us,” Fred moaned in his younger days over the
lack of access to the wood. Now, as an adult, he knows it was for silly safety
reasons. Conveniently, it also hid the council’s ongoing neglect. Thanks to those
same council cutbacks, the rarely trimmed Azaleas greedily ate up the entrance. But

Fred would never forget where it lay; it was where his longing heart so often strayed.

Good, they’ve not cut the grass, his smile as he squeezed through the almost
invisible gap relayed. Whether the good fortune was due to enlightened eco-
management, which he doubted, or just pure laziness, most like, he didn’t care. Nor
did the grass. In its thanks, the grass grew taller, greener and healthier than the
park’s other shabby offerings. Left unmown during late spring and summer, its rich
green swathes were beautifully studded with daisies, dandelions and forget-me-nots.
In spring, cyclamen and snake’s head fritillary arrived in the far corner of his spiritual
spot, adding a welcoming exotic touch. But best of all for Fred were the decorative
flushes of wild viola appearing in various charming guises between March and

September.

“The beautiful little piccolos of nature’s orchestra.” As he fondly thought of them,
while watching the cheeky flowers turn their multicoloured faces towards their
celestial conductor. His face might turn to the blue above and then beyond to where
that magnificent, all-knowing one, whom he sometimes doubted, dwelt. Sometimes
while he gazed, a plea might pass his lips or a curse for the way ‘that damned

bastard’ toyed so carelessly with people’s lives.



Especially my life, the bastard. Or so he might spit before invisible arms within his

spot reached out to embrace and soothe his aching spirit.
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Beyond the park’s lay, the area had succumbed to the lure of profit before people,
and more of the council’s severe cost-cutting. While the town fell into morbid decay,
his special spot thrived as it may. To his joy, it had altered little in the thirty-two years

that had passed since he first stumbled upon it.
However, sadly, changes have occurred.

The most telling was the virtual absence of birdsong bursting from the hedges. When
they did sing, their once sweet songs sounded less hopeful. As for the squirrels that
charmed his younger self, they had turned from sweet and cheeky into quarrelsome,
vicious fiends. Especially since woodmen came and culled the grand trees they
frolicked in. It was argued that the trees had to be removed for health and safety
reasons; their roots were damaging the paths. Well, he railed rebelliously, how about
thinking the paths had damaged the roots, or even, why not shift the paths? After all,
there’s plenty of space. But no, he might snipe. That’s too radical! Too innovative for
this bloody council. Just hack the trees down; it's easier and quicker, and there is a
bonus. We don’t have the expense of caring for them anymore. Now, if only we could

sell off the park!

Other trees were wrecked by an increasing number of violent storms. Some, it was
rumoured, were felled by disease, but Fred knew the truth. Most had been weakened
and then choked to death by pollution. That problem was always there in the air;
indeed, the park had sprung from the industrial age because of it. But since the day
when Fred, armed with hope and new wood chisels, set out to carve his name, the
signs of pollution had grown less obvious. Therefore, in his opinion, the masked
toxicity of lethal, modern, chemical cocktails was more dangerous. But happily, his
spot had yet to succumb to those invisible horrors. As if charmed, it remained vibrant
and beautiful. While, thanks to the shielding woodland and the Azaleas, it remained
secluded and quiet, the perfect place for those memories stirred at the park gates to

come out to play.



Others with similar memories might well be embittered and crushed by their weight,
but not so Fred. He always cared for his friends. Even when they let him down.
There’s a reason for everything; his spirit has sighed many times over the years. And
we aren’t always meant to know the why of it. Are we? So now, as he did in the past,
he placidly embraced his fate and everything it cared to throw or take from him. It
can also give, he reasons, like it did the wood chisels gifted by my grandfather,

which changed my life.

Having faithfully carved Fred out a career as a much-lauded sculptor, the chisels had
worn down to almost nothing. But he still revered and treasured them. He was not
the only one to have handled them, nor was he the only one they carved for. Every
night he opened the glass case he retired them to, but not before they were used to
decorate the front. Fondly, he then stroked their highly polished handles for luck.
Fate had also gifted him the town’s old bakery just off the high street to use as a
studio. To his horror, almost overnight, supermarkets converged on the town to see
off the bakery’s centuries of service and tradition. When it, like the birds, fell silent,
he bought and turned the bakery into a studio to save certain ghosts. Now, whenever
his eyes roam over to the old counter, he sees the ghost of his past self waiting with
another to be served. “So much lost”, he sometimes mumbles as tears prick. Never
would he forget the bakery’s delicious, moist, lemon-iced buns and their filling of
lemony cream. Or the one he met there and lovingly shared those threats with. For a
moment, his strong heart might beat with less hope. But beat it does and will, and

never more happily than when he visits his special spot.

Other than the loss of decent bread and his favourite iced buns, to those few who
thought they knew Fred, he seemed content. On the surface, he was. But not
beneath the soil of his soul. Restlessness best explains why each day, weather
permitting, he visits his spot where he dwells for a few reflective hours to plan his
next piece. As always, it will be based on those memories that he and the grass
shared. Sometimes, he breaks off to draft a short story, but always and best of all, he
pens a love note. Once finished, he tenderly folds it with a silent wish. Then he
swaps it for another he left the day before in a certain spot in the Azalea’s lower

foliage. Afterwards, and on dry days, he'll set aside his writing pad to lie back and



enjoy the grass's familiar sweet embrace. As his eyes close, a soft smile carries him

off to dwell in his lost past.

On waking, never does he dare mix those memories with his present needs. Doing
so, he reminds himself, will bring me more longing and loneliness, while seriously
testing the nails holding my struggling placidity in place. My ghost, she of my past,
must not be cursed or sullied by how | truly feel today. And who knows what

murderous monsters I'll release should those nails ever weaken and fall out?
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Newly inspired, tired, or simply fleeing advancing clouds, Fred retreats to a nearby
café. To casual observers, the greetings exchanged at the counter will be
perfunctory and practical. But the Café owner and Fred have enacted the same ritual
for many years. What more needs to be said besides, “Hello, and will it be your usual
today?” Fred’s replying nod and “Yes, please” never vary, regardless of world events

or if he is pooling rainwater on the chequered floor.

Carrying a cup of tea, Fred heads for a certain table by the window marked reserved.
From there, he dines while ghosts pass by. When he leaves the Café, the table is
wiped down and the reserved sign removed. Though it is kept handy, ready to be

placed back out on the table at closing time to await Fred’s arrival the next day.

After the Café visit and a spot of shopping, Fred returns to his rooms overlooking the
park. After checking the mail, just in case someone had answered his many letters,
and a quick brush-up, he set off to his studio. Inspired by a ghostly smile, he works
through the evening and on into the early hours. At around midnight, he switches off
the lights and stands beneath the skylight. For a while, he watches the moon and
stars circling by, deeply hoping that another will be out there somewhere witnessing

the same celestial dance.

While Fred sculpts, moonlight bathes his spot in the park, dressing it in a sombre,
but inviting, funereal suit. The ethereal textures soak up the day’s sounds until all
that remains is a settled yet expectant hush. Even worms might be heard dragging
leaves beneath the surface. Or in their stoic way, ploughing through that
underground world of past civilisations, where forgotten hopes lie. The place few
humans will ever see while living, except for rare souls forced to lie and cry painful
goodbyes while they are buried alive. A terrible fate, which Fred, on dark days, fears

another may well have suffered.

For some couples, when the moon smiles, his spot with its turned-up, night-time
collar of Azaleas and the shrub’s ruffled cuffs, turns into a secret nook. Their place to

cuddle and snuggle beneath an intoxicating blanket of perfume, as gifted by the



Azaleas. He has never witnessed others there. But he would not begrudge them
their moments in the place where he once lay in the arms of his eternal joy. His
beloved Emily. The one for whom he still tucks a love note amongst the lower Azalea

branches for her to find, should he ever be late.

It became one of their many little love games.

Sometimes, instead of waiting for Emily to arrive, he would climb the fence protecting
the woodland and hide on the other side of the Azaleas. If he chose his position
right, he could watch her float gracefully, yet somehow, hurriedly towards their spot.
In his imagination, he cast rose petals upon the path to guide her light ballerina
steps, while their perfume blessed her bewitching, upturned little nose. To his fancy,
the breeze conspired to sprinkle petals upon her long hair, turning her into the
ethereal goddess he believed her to be. The tilt of her beautiful head, her faraway
smile full of secrets, her flowing hair and the alluring sway of slender hips sweetly
praised the day. But mostly the song her presence created proclaimed her love for

him and, of course, his love for her.

Arriving at their spot flushed with emotions, only to find Fred not there waiting for his
darling, Emily enacted her part in their little game. She allowed him thirty seconds to
appear and take her into his arms. But never any longer. Oh No! Never! Patience
has limits, even for angels. He would smile as Emily, with barely concealed
excitement, searched the Azalea branches for her treasure. A catch of breath and a
joyous skip announced its discovery. Dramatically clutching the note to her chest,
she sighed, as if for the lover lost at sea, while sinking gracefully down onto the
daisy-flecked grass. After kissing her jewel, she slowly unfolded the note and read
his loving words. He waited long enough to witness her blushing smile break into

song, | am blessed and truly loved, before rushing back to their boudoir.

“Oh, my darling Fred,” she would gush in her sing-song way as she rose with

sparkling green eyes to greet her hero.



Their joy when she fell into his longing arms is the very essence he tries to capture
and add into his carvings. His need to keep those moments alive evolved into the

special touch which shaped a humble lad into a much-lauded sculptor.

Although he would say, “Fame cannot ease longing. If anything, it harshly strips and
stakes it out for life’s callous rays to frazzle”. Or so the sight of an empty chair at
award ceremonies where she should be sitting and proudly smiling painfully taught
him.
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While Emily’s essence gave life to his creations, their special spot nourished his
sense of loss and hope. He hated the loss, but without it, he would not know the
hope that kept him going. It was in the flowers that dotted the grass throughout the
year. They faded and died, but he knew they passed with the hope of returning to
this, his soul’'s home. The place his darling Emily created for him, and maybe,

maybe?

“Our spot is far better than my silly office,” she often said as they snuggled up

together. “And I've decided this will be our first home, right, Fred?”
Duly created, their home was then decorated.

“We shall make our wallpaper from the soft pink Azalea flowers you believe match
my blushing cheeks. We'll break them up with those rogue red blooms you tease and
say are the colour of my lips. And of course, Fred, we have to include the pale lilac
flowers that appear sometimes on their branches. The ones that inspired the dress |
made, which you love seeing me in, don’t you? While, of course, the white flowers

shall be our wallpaper’s background.”

With their paper chosen, with no bickering, the ever-changing patterns of the flower-
spotted grass happily served as a carpet. To finish off their home, the low, but not
too low, dense shrubs on the south side served admirably as her beloved window

boxes.

“Oh, we must have lots of window boxes...” Emily often enthused in between tender
moments, “...in our real flat when we get one. And that will be soon, won't it, my
darling Fred.” Delightfully declared with little bird-like nods.

“And once you've made them...”

At such a point, she might pause and adopt the fluster of a puppy about to be

walked. “...And you will make sure they’re prettily carved and not just plain old boxes,



right?” Swelling with the joy of her telling, she might add. “You can paint them white,
and I'll fill them with rich, loamy soil. Together we’ll plant them up with begonias and

miniature pink and yellow roses, won’t we, my darling Fred?”

Then she could utter either a long “Mmmm?” or a “Hmmm?” as if anticipating that
wonderful day, before saying wistfully. “Whenever the window is open, and we’ll
open it, often, won’t we? How else can we lean on the sill to listen to the delightful
birdsong coming to us from the park? As we do, my darling, we’ll fall under the
flower’s intoxicating spell. Won’t we? Afterwards, my darling, we can make love.
Can’t we?” With an embarrassed but eager giggle, she might add. “In our later years,

while the birds sing, we can drink tea while we talk about our children’s adventures.”

In her reflective moments, of which there were many, he was charmed by just how
abruptly she stopped talking and drifted off into a cloud of fancy. After such

moments, she would focus on him and say earnestly.

‘Fred. We must always live by this park.” Then, with bright green eyes and in the
delighted, excited, childish, fanciful way he adored, she implored. “...We must,

mustn’t wel!”

Charming and breathtaking, too, was the twinkle in her eyes when, after their
moments in the grass, she righted his tie and twilled like a wren. “This is our park.

And this is our first home, my darling. Isn’t it?”

Sometimes, as if suddenly uncertain of the fact, she would beseech, “It’s ours... ours
only... isn’t it, Fred?” Before changing her manner to say firmly, though lightly. “And
don’t you dare bring anyone other than me here!” Which she duly delivered with a

series of gentle pats to his more than happily accommodating, flushed cheeks.

Or occasionally, as if an audacious ant had found its way into her always clean
underwear, she might suddenly leap up to almost sing. “| want to dance now, Fred.

Come on, let’s go to the bandstand.”



He never minded when she grabbed his hand to urge him up to take her dancing.

Not that there was ever a band there.

“Oh, Fred, please carve my name here.” She once begged while stepping barefoot,
ballerina style, up and down the bandstand’s slatted wooden bench running along
one side. “Please, my Fred,” she implored, while pausing long enough to wave her
delicate foot with its pink painted toenails before his face. Whether she did so to
tease or as a threat, he never discovered, for she turned as quickly as a butterfly and

flittered off, again.

“Then we’ll know this is our place. Won't we?” She announced from the far end.
Skipping lightly back, she flopped down beside him to say. “And whenever you miss

me, you can come here... can’t you?”

More earnestly, she suggested. “And while I'm trapped inside that silly old office
shuffling their stupid, dirty papers around, | can imagine you here sitting beneath my

name. So, please carve it, Fred.”
When he failed to answer, “Yes, | will, my darling”, she laid her hand softly upon his
thigh knowing how much that thrilled him. Having caught his attention, with a barely

disguised grin, she fleeched, as her Scottish roots would say.

“Oh, please, Fred. Please do this little thing for me.”
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“You know, sometimes when your mind goes off for a wander, | miss you even when

I’'m with you,” Fred declared with laughter.

They both knew it for what it was. A poor attempt to dismiss her idea. He hoped it
might, but it failed to work. She fell into such a sulk that he felt compelled to send it
away. “I'd love to carve your name for all the world to see. | would. And one day |
shall, | promise. Just not here.” He explained, while swimming in a sticky pool of
earnestness. ‘| can'’t. It's defacement, you know. The council won'’t stand for such a

thing,” he argued, but with a heart that yearned to give in.

One day | shall, he thought, but not yet and certainly not here. When and wherever |
carve it, it has to be a surprise. | want to see her gorgeous eyes light up when |

unveil my declaration of love.

Her rebuttal started as a soft pout, which quickly became a determined jut of chin.
“But it’s our council and our park, Fred,” she pleaded. “And because it’s ours, you

can carve my name here anytime.”

Then, in true feminine guile, which in the remembering still raised his smile as it did
then, she goaded. “And if you love me truly, as you say, then you’ll want to do this

little thing for me. Won'’t you, my darling, Fred?”
She got her way, of course, or so his smile declared whenever the memory replayed.

Beneath a moon bright and high, Fred set out on his mission of love. Daringly, he
scaled the park’s perimeter fence. Fortunately, it proved to be a willing accomplice.
Landing softly between the sentinel trees, which in Emily’s fancy guarded their park,
he kept to their covering shadows for as long as he could. At the top end of the park
came the dangerous bit, sneaking across the hazy, moon-silvered open grass to the
bandstand. Or as Emily would say, “Our bandstand, Fred, because it was built just

for us, wasn't it?”



If only it were, he thought, as visions of a police cell, a court appearance, and maybe
even jail dogged his footsteps. Thankfully, the only things that spotted him were an
owl and a few moths, a couple of which followed him into the stand before quickly
losing interest. With the moon as his only company, he unrolled the canvas bag
holding his wood carving chisels. Climbing on the bench, he stretched up and began
carefully carving or rather, creating a scribed plaque to adorn the roof’s wide support
beam. When he finished, it simply read, Emily. As skilfully as it was done, to his eye
the plain word was not yelling, 'l love you, Emily,' as he so wanted it to do. Suddenly,

inspired by an image of his Emily, he picked up the chisels and set to work again.

Early morning found him dozing on the bench beneath the finely carved 'Emily'. But
now it was wreathed with fantastic miniature roses and topped with a fine pair of little
darting swallows. Their arrival in spring always delighted his very own little swallow,

so how could they not be included?

Just like swallows do, one fantastic spring in a thrilling, delightful display of swoops,
dips and chirps, she arrived in the bakery's queue and blessed his life. But unlike the
swallows, she, in her loving cling, remained by his side for several wonderful winters.

Only to vanish without a word or trace. Either then or since.

Nothing will ever stop me from searching for my beloved Emily, he vowed. Nothing!

Not you, God, or my death.
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Some evenings, after the children had rushed home for their tea and the air gladly let
fall those heavy human daytime sounds, Fred visited the bandstand. There he would
sit for a while beneath Emily’s plaque to think about her. But never for too long. Not
there. Unlike in his spot, the memories of their times in the bandstand were often
overpowering and heartbreaking. In his mind’s eye, he could still see her dancing up
and down the long bench. Or they’re clasped in each other’s arms, while he hummed

a line from the song he wrote for her.
“I'd love to see you dancing ‘cross the floor tonight with me.”

Some evenings, the memories were so vivid he could hear her singing gaily along
while they twirled to the music of their hearts. Sometimes he would hear her say. ‘I
imagine our band, Fred, to be like the one we saw in that film, The Lady and the

Tramp.”

When he failed to agree immediately, she goaded. “But you must remember the

Café scene, surely, Fred!”

Just in case he couldn’t, because men don’t always remember the important things,
do they, she reminded him with a lover’s tease. The sort cleverly used by women
over the centuries to embarrass their men. “It was the moment in the film when you
squeezed my hand and whispered. You’re my very own special lady, and I’'m the

tramp who loves you.”

One evening, as he approached the stand, a young girl skipped happily out in the
same way Emily used to do. She even called to her lover sulking in the shadows.
“Sorry, I've got to go, but I'll meet you here again under Emily tomorrow, and that’s a

promise.”

For a second, the young girl’s light words both thrilled and cut Fred’s heart. One
autumn evening when the grass in their spot was too wet to lie on comfortably, Emily

suggested, “We’ll meet tomorrow night in the corner of the stand, beneath my



plague. And my darling,” she said with a blush which he missed at the time. “I might

have some exciting news for you.”

He never heard her news. His darling Emily was never to appear again, except as a

ghostly memory.

Sometimes, while sitting beneath her plaque, mumbling, “Why did she go? Where
did she go?” ghostly memories rose like angered poltergeists. In their foul temper,
they hurled his placid acceptance of her loss against the back wall. He would
struggle hard to hold it together, but feared one day he wouldn’t be able to. The only
giveaway to his crisis were the tears that shrouded his vision and wet his fingers as
they tumbled in a torrent of torment from his still relatively young eyes. To those
‘chacker-chacker-chackering’ gossips, these eyes may have appeared old, but in
reality, they were simply worn out from constantly seeking, or gently weeping, for his

lost love.

There were good times, too. Sometimes the bandstands' ghosts provoked a besotted

smile, and a fondly whispered, “May your God bless you, Emily... wherever you are.”

One evening in early Autumn, he sank tiredly down on the bench, but before he had
a chance to turn up his collar against the intruding fingers of dusk’s cold touch,

memories of Emily came gushing out.

“Oh, come on... come on, my darling, Fred. Join me in our happy times. Let’s dance

together like once we did.”

How could he refuse his love? He could not and would not.

Gladly, he hummed their tune, “I'd love to see you dancing.” He heard her singing
along and felt her as they caroused the floor in perfect harmony and step. Lost in her
ghostly arms, he whispered, “Oh, my Emily. My Emily, I'd love to hear you laughing

again.”



He was so lost that he never noticed a young lady approaching the bandstand. Nor
did he chance to notice the way she discreetly slipped something back into her bag.

Or note her widening smile when she caught his words.

“Erm. Excuse me.” She said softly, although still managing to jolt him remorsefully

back to the present. “I wonder, would you mind if | joined you?”

“There’s plenty of room,” he suggested, with an expansive but rare, irritable wave of
his hand. “See, help yourself,” he offered, while quickly wiping his tear-dampened

eyes.

“Well, actually, this might sound rude of me. Or strange, even,” she said
mysteriously, while looking closely, but kindly, at Fred. Instead of moving away as he

hoped, she settled gracefully beside him.

“I've come a long way, and I've longed to sit exactly where you are... beneath Emily.

The plaque my father carved for my mother many years ago.”

Fred’s gasp and immediate collapse cut short the speech she was nursing.

“Yes... you... my father, who carved it from the heartwood of his love for my dearest,
dearest mother. A mother whom I've only recently met, because your Emily’s family
forced her to give me up. Sadly, that traumatised her for a very long time. Too long.
But now that she has met me and finally recovered, my mother wants only to be with

you, here... if you'll still have her.”
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