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WHEN I WAS A CHILD, I WAS AFRAID OF GHOSTS.

AS I GREW UP, I REALISED PEOPLE ARE SCARIER.

– UNKNOWN.
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1999

The blood dangled languidly from the end of the crucifix.

It hung there, stretching, daring gravity to do its worst. 

The crucifix sat on the chest of drawers that was pushed up against the wall on the right-hand side of the bedroom Jimmy shared with his fifteen-year-old brother Jason. It wasn’t some boring old wooden thing that looked as if it had been knocked up by some kid in his woodwork class who had nothing more than two twigs and a nail. 

No. This was the real deal. This was beautiful.

Jimmy loved it. 

It was jewel encrusted and the body of it was – what appeared to his eleven-year-old eyes at least – solid gold. A large ruby was fixed directly in its centre, right at the intersection. When it caught the light just right, a kaleidoscope of colour adorned the bare white walls of Jimmy’s room. The edges were not flat and lifeless but rounded off in half circles from top to bottom. As if hard edged clouds had clung to its surroundings. Hugging it. Wanting to be close to it just as much as Jimmy did. Around the top, threaded through a small hole, was a chain which Father Michaels put over his head to wear the crucifix around his neck, at times. It must have weighed a ton but heavy was the responsibility of doing the Lord’s work. 

Today, Jimmy knew that more than most. 

He felt that weight right now as he silently watched the act take place before him. The act that was taking place because of him.

Jimmy didn’t need to see the crucifix clearly to describe it; he knew it like the back of his hand. Whenever it was out, whenever Father Michaels was wearing it, he couldn’t help but stare. Study it. In awe. If Father Michaels ever put it down somewhere in The Little Chapel downstairs, Jimmy would make sure to touch it. To delicately run his fingers tips over its smooth surface. He’d feel the jolt of electricity coarse through his veins as the Lord would make his presence known. 

Jimmy was sure that if Indiana Jones had clamped eyes on it, he would have self-righteously declared that it ‘belonged in a museum!’ But no museum was worthy of it. It belonged in a house of the Lord. It belonged with one of his most faithful acolytes. 

Finally, gravity rose to the challenge and the blood dropped thickly, splattering the dirty beige carpet below, joining its brethren in the small red puddle they had created. 

From his position hidden in the wardrobe, Jimmy couldn’t see his brother’s bed. He could see his just fine, pressed up against the wall on the right-hand side, above where the chest of drawers sat. His bible on his bedside cabinet, perfectly aligned with the edge. A wooden cross pinned to the wall above where his head would lay. But Jason’s bed on the left-hand side of the room was just out of his eyeline. Except for the corner, all Jimmy could see there was Jason’s limp, bleeding wrist. The cords that tied him to the bedframe cut into his soft flesh. Jason’s screams had stopped a while ago now, all Jimmy could hear was the occasional sniff and muffled sob. A groan of exhaustion as the demon was expelled from his weak body. 

And weak mind, of course.

Frozen in place, Jimmy’s eyes peered through the wooden slats of his built-in white wardrobe that ran the whole length of the back wall, right next to the bedroom door. He shouldn’t be in here, he knew that – this was between Father Michaels, Jason, and the Lord. But he couldn’t help it. He had to see.

He would punish himself later for his sins. But he needed to see Jason cleansed.

A small click from outside the wardrobe told him the bedroom door had opened. The creak of the hinges sounding amplified, like someone had stuck headphones on him and upped the volume. If possible, he went even more still – statue-like. Understanding the gravity of the situation, even the beat of his heart seemed to slow down. From the corner of his eye, Jimmy saw his mother walk into the room. Her blue dress immaculately pressed and reaching her ankles, her hair pulled tightly back in a bun, making the harsh angles of her skeletal face even more prominent. The brooch pinned tightly to the neck of her dress glowed a ghostly white in the dull room. One of the slats through which Jimmy peered cut right across her face, hiding her black, beetle-like eyes. Jimmy was thankful for this. He was sure that if he could see them, he would have felt compelled to fall forwards, push the wardrobe doors wide open and confess all. 

Looking down, Jimmy could see she was holding the hand of a small sandy-haired boy. Thomas, his six-year-old brother, was eating a slice of dry bread and not paying the slightest bit of attention to their brother Jason, tied to the bed, groaning in pain and discomfort. Even at such a young age, Thomas understood evil wore many faces and this particular manifestation wore that of their brother’s. Anyway, this was all for Jason’s own good. 

Because they loved him. 

“Can I get you anything, Father? A sandwich maybe?” Jimmy’s mother asked, ignoring her first born who probably hadn’t eaten in at least twenty-four hours. Her voice clipped but untroubled, as if they were partaking in nothing more strenuous than a discussion about afternoon tea. 

Father Michaels moved away from the bed and came into view. Taking a handkerchief from the pocket of his cassock, he mopped his sweaty brow. His head, balding apart from some unkempt grey hair on the back and sides which blended effortlessly into the hair from his ears, was shining under the dull bare bulb above him, glowing like a halo. At forty, he looked to be at least ten years older, but Jimmy supposed that the stress of ridding the world of the evil that lived within was enough to put a strain on anyone.

“No thank you, Annie. I’ll be down soon enough. A break is much needed. This is going to take a while. The demon has taken root very deep – it’s extremely stubborn. One session isn’t going to do it,” Father Michaels answered, jabbing his thumb over his shoulder as if she wouldn’t know what – or who – he was referring to. He was breathing deeply as if he had just finished a marathon. 

“I understand,” she said, turning to leave. Then she stopped. “How about some water, or something a little, uh, stronger?” she asked and through the slats Jimmy saw the corners of her mouth upturn. 

“I’m all set,” Father Michaels said, pulling his robes to one side to reveal a little hip flask. “Oh, before you leave, Annie, could you check that that is still recording.” 

Jimmy saw his mother approach a small tape recorder on the bedside table. “It is, Father.”

“Excellent. Thank you, child. I’ll be down shortly.”

With his heart in his mouth, Jimmy watched his mother move toward the door to leave; as she did, his little brother’s eyes locked with his own. Slowly, Thomas raised a finger and pointed at the wardrobe. Jimmy felt a throb in his fingers as they were squeezed. A small intake of breath he was sure the whole room would hear. Slowly turning, he looked at Carly who had been so quiet next to him he had almost forgotten she was there. Her face was stricken. He could see the tracks from silent tears that had trickled down her cheeks. He understood the tears. A huge part of him wanted to run out, slap the bible from Father Michaels’ hand and save his big brother. But another part – a larger part – knew this was for the best. Jason had evil in him, and it needed to be exorcised. 

Staring hard at Carly, Jimmy slowly raised a solitary finger to his lips.

Luckily, Jimmy’s mother ignored Thomas – as she often did – and tugged his arm with a force strong enough to dislocate it and pulled him quickly from the room. 

Jimmy deflated with a silent sigh of relief as he gave Carly’s hand what he hoped was a reassuring squeeze. But at eleven years old, he didn’t really know if that was how it came across. Either way, they stood there, side by side, as they always were. As they always would be. Best friends. And anyway, they couldn’t leave now, not until Father Michaels had left. Jimmy didn’t want to think about what would have happened if his mother had found them there. His punishment would have been bad enough if he’d have been found on his own, but Carly too, in his bedroom no less. Jimmy knew this was against the rules and getting caught would have meant his flagellation would have been severe.

“In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spritus Sancti. Amen.”

Both Jimmy and Carly turned back to the sound of Father Michaels’ deep, commanding voice. He stood back from the bed, chest out, stretched to his full height, as he flicked holy water onto Jason. 

Circling him, Father Michaels repeated himself. Jimmy watched in awe and adoration, knowing exactly what he wanted to do with his life when he was old enough. Help people like this. Do the Lord’s work.

“In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spritus Sancti. Amen.”

Jason screamed. A hellish, animalistic sound and while he could see but a fraction of his brother, Jimmy could hear the thrashing on the bed. See the strained tendons in his forearms as Jason pulled his wrist against his restraints. A trickle of blood ran down his forearm and nestled into the crevice of his elbow. In that moment, Jimmy was certain Carly had broken his fingers with a vice-like grip he would never have thought possible of an eleven-year-old girl. 

If Jimmy had known then that this would be the last time Carly would step foot in his house, he never would have asked her to hide in here with him. 

With a thud on the floor, Father Michaels dropped the holy water and raced back to the bloody crucifix on the chest of drawers, shouting as he went. 

“Lord, have mercy! Christ, have mercy! Lord, have mercy! Christ, hear us. God, the Father in Heaven. God, the Son, Redeemer of the world–”

Another rain-sized droplet of blood fell from the cross as it was picked up. If this were a film, the droplet would have travelled in slow motion and the sound of it splashing into the puddle below would have been as loud as when Jimmy dive-bombed into the pool at the local leisure centre. 

But this wasn’t a film. This was real life. 

And the droplet made no sound.

Father Michaels shouted his prayer with such force the veins in his neck and bald head looked as if they might explode, but it was no use, his prayer was drowned out.

All that could be heard were the screams of Jimmy’s big brother.

Jimmy angled his head toward Carly and her eyes were so tightly shut it was like she was trying to cover them with her eyebrows. She had raised her hands and clamped them tightly over her ears.

He looked back toward his Jason, completely obscured from view. All that could be seen was the hunched over back of Father Michaels who had pressed the cross onto Jason’s chest. His brother was now emitting an otherworldly shriek that, if their house wasn’t completely isolated, would have resulted in neighbours calling the police. Father Michaels, sweat dripping from his head and spit flying from his mouth, still shouted his prayer - trying with all his might to be heard over the demon in Jason’s body that was causing him to make those awful noises.

And through all of this, Jimmy wondered – could the boy who was locked in the basement also hear these screams?
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2024

Funerals were depressing occasions. Family and friends gathered around to say their last farewell to someone they cared so much about. To have to watch as the body was lowered into a hole in the ground for eternity, or their remains scattered in a place that meant so much to the now dearly departed. Before the actual funeral took place, in the days and even hours leading up to it, mourners would get together and laugh and joke while telling stories of the person they missed so much. This would then carry on after the funeral, but during it, as they stood around clad out in black, faces were set. Stern. Sad. Saying their final goodbyes. Which is the way it should be of course, no one wanted to see someone burst into laughter while telling an embarrassing story, all while you’re stood graveside. 

Funerals though, they weren’t for the dead, not really. Not in Jimmy’s mind anyway. They were for the lonely souls left behind. The person being buried, they were gone, hopefully moved on to a higher plane of existence where happiness is everlasting, but the people that were left, they needed closure. They needed to be able to say a final goodbye to their loved one.

The great philosopher, Keanu Reeves, he of the John Wick fame, was once asked in an interview: ‘What happens when we die?’ He replied: ‘I know that the ones who love us, will miss us.’ 

Now, you may not expect Ted Theodore Logan to have such poignant beliefs, but he couldn’t have been righter, although as Jimmy watched this particular funeral take place from a distance, he couldn’t for the life of him figure out how anyone could love the woman they were putting in the ground. He knew they did of course. Loved her deeply. Fiercely even. But they didn’t know her – not the real her. 

Shuffling up to the largest gravestone he could find, Jimmy hid behind it. Or sheltered behind it would be more accurate. Zipping his Harrington Jacket all the way to the top, he pulled the collar around his face in a futile attempt to shield himself from the rain. It was that horrible rain. Fine as a mist and falling at an angle. The kind of rain that got you wet. He was already soaked through so wasn’t sure why he was bothering, but he did all the same. His jeans clung to his thighs as jeans are apt to do when wet. They felt like they had shrunk two sizes. They were an alien life form. A parasite trying to bind with his skin. To become one with him. Jimmy pulled on them in the hopes of trying to stretch them a bit, worried they could potentially do irreversible damage to his genital region. 

This must be how Mick Jagger got his jeans to fit in that too tight style he loved to don. Wear them in the rain – or buy jeans fit for a twelve-year-old girl – either way, they were not comfortable. 

He looked down at his white trainers that were now splattered with mud from his stiff, straight legged jog across the cemetery grass. He ground his teeth. He loved these trainers. Luckily, he had another two pairs exactly the same, unworn and still in the box. These ones now made it look as if he was wearing a pair designed by Jackson Pollock. If only that were the case, splattered with paint instead of mud and God knows what else. Being out in the sticks like this, it could easily be horseshit.

Jimmy turned to look at the angel that loomed over him from the headstone. Like some kind of guardian. Its wings spread wide. Head bowed. Hands clasped together mid prayer. He looked at the name printed on the marble block. MITCHELL SMITH. 

“Well Mitchell, if you are this ostentatious in death, I’d love to have met you in life.”

There was a huge tree up ahead. Big enough that if Jimmy stood under it, he’d be guaranteed some shelter; his lower half would probably suffer, but his trainers were already ruined so no big issue there. The trouble was that would mean getting closer to the funeral currently taking place and that wasn’t an option for him. It wasn’t so much that he didn’t want to be seen - in a town as small as Broadoaks, being seen by someone was inevitable. No, it wasn’t that. He was there because he wanted to make sure the witch was actually dead. He wasn’t there to honour the deceased. If he got any closer though, it would seem as if he was at the funeral. A guest paying his respects. That was the last thing he wanted. So, he would hang back, get wet, and observe from a distance. 

The crowd gathered around the hole in the floor was large. Whether they were there because they were friends of the deceased, or out of morbid curiosity – something to gossip about with their friends during their weekly coffee mornings – or there purely based on religious beliefs, he couldn’t be sure. But the crowd was dense enough that making anyone out as they huddled together in a mass was almost impossible. 

Not that he would recognise anyone. It had been twenty years since he had left. And would anyone recognise him? He was only sixteen when he ran away. Desperate to escape the horrors that were his childhood.

The sheet of rain obscured his vision and the howling wind made hearing the priest’s eulogy impossible, but he could imagine all the niceties being spouted and carried away into the world with the aggressive gales. Jimmy knew that they had to be nice – or in essence, lie – but just once he wished that in these circumstances, they could be honest. ‘This woman was a deluded sadistic bitch who hid her abusive tendencies behind your God. Let her burn in Hell, amen.’ 

But he knew that was never going to happen. 

This town loved his mother, and the face she showed them was not the face he saw when he lived at home all those years ago. It was a mask. The loving, kind, God-fearing woman that devoted her time to the church, charities and fund-raising events used to hang her mask up as soon as she walked through her front door and laid eyes on her kids. Then the Devil used to show its face – although hidden behind misguided interpretations of her religion.

Stuffing his numb hands into his jacket pockets and having a wave of guilt wash over him for having such thoughts, Jimmy noticed a figure pull away from the crowd. Like everyone else, the figure was clad head to toe in black. Unlike everyone else, this person wasn’t hiding under an umbrella, but instead held a large camera to their face and ferociously snapped pictures of the crowd. The further they pulled away, the more obvious it became to Jimmy that it was a woman, and she didn’t need to come any closer for Jimmy to know exactly who that woman was. Twenty years apart wouldn’t stop him recognising her. Two lifetimes could expire, and he was sure, more than anyone else in the world, he would know her.

As if sensing his presence, she lowered her camera and looked in his direction. Jimmy knew she couldn’t see him, not clear enough to make out any defining facial features, but his heart started to race just the same. The rain and distance obscured his view, but he could see the camera fall limply by her side, her hand held tight on the strap to stop it crashing to the floor. But still, her eyes never left his direction. 

For a second, Jimmy considered going over there, saying hello, but after twenty years and the way he left, would she even want to see him? 

He looked back at the crowd of mourners. Hugging each other either out of sadness or to gain shelter under their neighbour’s umbrella. For a second, the crowd parted long enough for Jimmy to get a glimpse at the priest conducting the service. But before he had time to focus and adjust his eyes, the gap closed.

Was it him? Of course, it was.

Pulling his attention back to the photographer, he saw she was still intently staring at him. Nerves – or fear – getting the better of him, he spun around, the heel of his trainers sinking in the muddy grass, his heart hammering a drum beat in his chest, his breath catching in his throat. He knew he would see her – wanted to even – but there she was, in the flesh and he didn’t know what to do. 

He Increased the speed of each stride, acutely aware that with the slope in the grass he risked slipping on his arse and covering himself in mud, but it was worth it. He needed to get out of there. Needed to think. So, he headed back toward the car park behind him, and the warmth, dryness, and solitude of his car. 
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The tyres of his Tesla satisfyingly crunched the stones of the gravelled driveway and Jimmy killed the engine.

The volume of sound didn’t alter too much. The engine in his electric car was barely audible. Now that the rain – which had momentarily become heavier on his drive here – had stopped pounding the roof, Jimmy couldn’t hear anything except the smooth whistle of the wind and his shallow breaths. 

He had forgotten how quiet it was in the country. Living in London, trying to find any kind of peace was akin to finding a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow. So rare it didn’t exist. There was always the sound of engines, trains, people walking and talking at all hours of the day and night. Hell, every now and then he’d hear the horn of a barge on the Thames. But here, right now... relative peace. 

Jimmy considered closing his eyes and having a nap, which was stupid because he had a room at the Holiday Inn on the outskirts of town. If he wanted a power nap he could go there and get some use out of the king size bed he’d paid a decent amount of money for. But who was he kidding? Regardless of the level of noise imposing itself on him externally, it was the noise that arose internally that would have kept him awake. Jimmy knew full well that as soon as his head hit the pillow, his brain would come alive. Memories, thoughts, regrets – they would all start to plague him. His body could be exhausted, his eyes clamped shut and yet, as if his brain itself had eyes of its own, they would be wide open, running through every mistake he had ever made.

And there were plentiful. Some he would never be able to forgive himself for.

Jason. 

Thomas. 

Jimmy looked in front of him at the large house that ominously imposed itself into his field of vision. All his regrets. All those mistakes and horrific memories he had, they all stemmed from this place.

This was where it all started. 

And now, hopefully, with the death of his mother... this would be where it all ended. Maybe, finally, he would get some peace. Whether he deserved that peace was a topic for another day.

After what seemed an eternity, Jimmy heaved himself from the car, his jeans, now damp instead of wet, still stuck uncomfortably to his thighs. He stared at the house before him. It wasn’t like the cliché in the movies where everyone claimed that memories came rushing back to them at the sight of something from their childhood. Memories from this place never left him. Never would. It’s funny that how good memories always come rushing back to you, whereas the bad memories, they don’t need to come rushing back, they’re the ones that stick around. No deep dive into the recesses of your memory bank required. They haunt you. Take up permanent residence in your mind and torment you day after day. Night after night. Poisoning your thoughts. Never letting you forget the things you had done, or worse, the things you should have done and didn’t.

Regret. Was there anything worse?

The house was just as Jimmy remembered it twenty years ago. Apart from some expected wear and tear, it remained unchanged. Either that, or Jimmy’s memory of it had become so rooted in all things bad that the dilapidated nature of it now, seemed exactly as it was when he was sixteen and escaped through the back door and into the cold night. Never to return or speak to his mother – or brother – again.

The window frames were still made from wood which had chipped away. Years of being battered by weather, either strong winds and rain or on very rare occasions, scorching heat, had not done the frames any favours. Jimmy could remember winter days and nights in there, huddled with his two brothers trying to keep warm because the single paned windows let all the cold in, and their mother, lacking any maternal nature, wouldn’t let them turn the heating on. 

Now he paid his own bills, Jimmy wasn’t sure whether he should forgive her that decision or not. This house was huge. Far bigger than any house close to it, not that there was anything for at least half a mile. His mother’s house was smack bang in the middle of a field and a decent way away from the country lane that led to it. When he was a kid, his friends would tease him and say he lived in a haunted mansion. While it wasn’t quite a mansion, they were on the right track. The house had four bedrooms and three huge reception rooms downstairs, with a separate kitchen and dining room. From the outside though, you’d be forgiven for thinking it was haunted. It wouldn’t be out of place to see The Addams Family living under its roof. 

It was double fronted with large bay windows to each side of the front door. The door itself was a large wooden thing with an ornate knocker in the shape of a cross. The net curtains in the windows, once white, were now a dull grey, yellowing in places. The brick work had turned a dark colour as if smothered in charcoal. That’s the brick you could see – most of the house was covered in leaves and bushes or foliage of some kind that travelled up almost every inch of the house. Hiding it from view. Wisteria, was that it? He didn’t know, he was as far from a green fingered botanist as you could get.

Jimmy hated it then and he hated it now. Well, hated it from about fourteen at least. Until then, he bought into the hateful bullshit his mother preached, and the house that was treated as their own private chapel he viewed with nothing but reverence. Trying to pretend otherwise did nothing but rewrite history and absolve himself of any of the wrongdoings he was a part of. 

Child or not, he should have known better.

Maybe that was part of the reason he hated his mother so much, not just because of the things she did, but because of the things he did – in her name. The things he was – no – is, responsible for. 

Putting his hand in his coat pocket, Jimmy jangled the keys he had collected this morning from the solicitor. He thought his mum must have left him this place out of spite. No contact for twenty years and running away when he was sixteen was surely an indication that he hated this place. Then again, maybe she had no one else to leave it to. Jason went missing a few years before him, or ran away would be more precise, and no one had any idea where he was, and Thomas...

A lump rose in Jimmy’s throat at the thought of his baby brother. Well, baby was a stretch. Thomas must be thirty years old now. But he was in no condition to take the house, clean it out and sell it. He was in no position to do anything.

Jimmy felt the guilt hit him square in the chest and wash over him like a tsunami. He hadn’t seen or spoken to his brother since he left. Never checked that he was doing okay being left alone in this hell hole. Never reached out to him, never tried to visit or send him a letter when he heard he was admitted to hospital. 

Jimmy knew he was a shit brother. A shit human in general for leaving him here alone with his mother. With Father Michaels. God knows what he must have had to endure, especially with himself and Jason gone. He would have been the only target. A lone gazelle left in captivity with a pair of wolves. No wonder he lost his mind.

The main question Jimmy had regarding the house was why she hadn’t left it to the church. Why wasn’t it Father Michaels standing here now, proud owner of this shithole. He was here enough. His mother and the priest were joined at the hip. Partners in their senseless ideology.

“Is that... no... that can’t be Jimmy Manning!” a female voice said behind him. 

The voice cut through his thoughts like a machete through the rainforest, and goosebumps ran up the length of his arms. Jimmy smiled. He didn’t turn around but continued to stare at the house. His heart though, that swelled to three times its usual size. He didn’t need to look to know the voice, the same way he never needed a clear view at the cemetery to know it was her holding the camera. 

If he were honest with himself, which was a very rare occurrence, this moment was the only thing he had been looking forward to when he made the decision to come back here. When he had made the decision to come home.
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“It is, isn’t it? It’s THE Jim Manning. World renowned bestselling novelist. Former resident of Broadoaks town. Local boy done good.”

Jimmy slowly turned to see Carly standing there, equally as wet as him. Her brown hair plastered to her head and her camera hanging limply by her side, the strap tight in her hand. The sight of her hit him like a fist in the gut, taking his breath away. Although slightly older with the worries of adult life etched on her face, she was still as beautiful as the last time he saw her. Maybe more so.

Tears pricked at the corners of his eyes, but he refused to let the first time he had seen Carly in two decades end up with him bawling, so he turned back to the house making out he was studying something, gave his eyes a quick wipe and turned back to her, still smiling – a lump still firmly lodged in his throat. He’d known he had missed her. He’d always known that. But seeing her right now, he had never realised how much. 

They stood staring at each other, the seconds dragged on into minutes, their eyes never leaving each other. Their smiles never leaving their faces. Jimmy knowing full well that his was probably the most genuine smile he has had since seeing Carly twenty years prior. 

Finally, Jimmy found his voice. “How did you know it was me?” 

“Really? You think I wouldn’t know you? Plus, your mum’s funeral. Your old house. I don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to figure it out,” Carly smirked, falling back into their old banter. 

Jimmy grinned and took a step toward her, his trainers squelched with each light step. “I don’t know about world renowned by the way. Maybe partly known in half a dozen book clubs across the country, frequented by old-aged pensioners,” he answered, angling his eyes toward the floor.

“Don’t be modest,” Carly said, closing the gap by taking a few sodden steps forward herself. “It doesn’t look good on your face. You’re a big deal and you know it. Although, I didn’t see romance novels in your future.”

“Me neither,” Jimmy said, “but when I left here and put pen to paper and eventually fingers to keys, that’s what tumbled out of me.” Jimmy looked directly at her, an unspoken conversation taking place between them. He could see Carly’s cheeks tinge with pink and he looked away again, telling himself it was only the cold.

“You big softy,” she said.

Jimmy nodded, slightly embarrassed. He looked up at the steel grey sky and knew full well that the rain wasn’t finished, it was just taking a rest. Soon the heavens would reopen again.

“What about you though, you’re quite the writer yourself,” Jimmy said.

Carly looked up at him, peeling strands of wet hair from her face. The shock her wide eyes conveyed was evident, as if she never expected him to know anything about her since he had left. “It’s just the local paper. How’d you know about that?”

“There’s this thing called the World Wide Web; you should check it out. I read the local paper on there.”

“You actually read it?”

“I used to check in from time to time, not that often, but as soon as I saw Carly Stoker on the by-line, I started subscribing. I’ve read everything you’ve written. I especially liked the piece you did a few months back about that crazy killer from Crescent Hill. That was mad.” Jimmy said, his eyebrows raised, a small whistle leaving his puckered lips. 

“The Doctor? Yeah, it was crazy,” Carly said.

Jimmy nodded. “That wasn’t the writing I was referring to though.” He could see that she was confused but he didn’t offer up any explanation. He just stared, a smile on the corners of his lips as he waited for her to get there herself. Eventually, her mouth dropped open.

“My... my novels? You’ve read them?” Carly asked, stunned.

She covered her face with both her hands and groaned. Jimmy saw the blood rise to her pale cheeks. Anyone else would probably ask what the problem was, not Jimmy though, he knew this feeling. When you wrote a book you wanted nothing more than for people to read it, the thing was, you usually never meet those people, or even want to. Unless it’s at an event and even then, the people coming to see you are usually fans, so you know for the most part, they like what you write. It’s unlikely you’ll bump into them out on the street, and they’ll know who you are. Most authors aren’t as recognisable as JK Rowling or Stephen King. If you do meet them, fear sets in, and you start to panic. You assume for no reason at all that they all hate it. They think your writing is terrible, the idea outlandish, the plot twists too obvious. You second guess yourself – and third and fourth guess – regardless of how successful you are or how many copies you’ve sold, impostor syndrome is all but impossible to shake.

“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. They were good. A bit scary at times, but brilliantly written.”

“They’re just some fun. Self-published stuff. No agent was interested,” she said as she stabbed at the gravel with the tip of her flat shoes.

Jimmy shrugged. “That doesn’t make them lesser than. Trust me, they were great.”

“Thanks.”

They both went quiet, self-conscious of the compliments being exchanged after the eternity that had passed. An awkwardness that was never there but had developed in the two decades they had spent apart. The wind whistled between the two of them as Jimmy looked out across the fields opposite. It made him feel small. He was so used to seeing high-rises and office blocks at every turn. He forgot how beautiful it was out in the country. To be surrounded by open space. To hear nature. He had long since associated this place with horror. With every bad feeling and experience he had ever had, but standing here now, with Carly, his back to the prison that had held him for so long, fields stretching for as far as the eye could see, he could really appreciate its allure. Its beauty. Even with the steel grey sky threatening to drench them further still, it was picturesque. One snapshot on his phone and it could easily be a postcard. 

“I’m sorry about your mum.”

And just like that, a hushed whisper from Carly, so quiet it was almost carried away on the breeze, sucked him back into the shadows of the towering house behind him. Jimmy swallowed hard, his saliva struggling to travel south as his chest constricted and imaginary hands clasped his throat. Just the mention of her. The thought of her and that house took him from thirty-six to sixteen in the blink of an eye. 

Taking a half step backwards, Jimmy shuffled his feet over the gravel, mirroring Carly as he dug the toe of his trainers into the stones, something he used to do when he was a kid and faced with a situation or conversation he didn’t want to have.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...”

“It’s fine,” Jimmy answered, quickly cutting her off. He cleared his throat, trying to dislodge the lump that had materialised. Not from sadness, but from something else. A feeling he couldn’t quite describe. Disgust? Fear? Shame? Whatever it was, it was a feeling he tried with all his might to avoid, and to do that he had to put all thoughts of this place, his mother, his brothers, and his life before, to the back of his mind. No, not to the back. The basement. Locked away in a little compartment in the recesses of his brain, the key discarded. Something he had successfully managed to do until he received the letter from his mother’s solicitor. “You know, I never thought I’d come back here. At times I’ve wanted to, for certain reasons...” He sheepishly looked at Carly and then averted his gaze back to the dreary open fields. “But I couldn’t, the things that happened here, in this house, with... her... the things I did, for her, for her approval. They still eat at me twenty years later, if I let them, if I let my mind travel there, which I try not to do. But as much as I hate her, as much as I’m glad she is gone, unable to hurt anyone else or spout her religious bullshit... I’m sad. I’m sad she’s gone, and I hate myself for feeling that way. Because I hate her.” Tears started to well in his eyes once more, from the anger and frustration at feeling sad for the death of his abusive mother. 

How pathetic he felt. How completely not in control of his own emotions.

“She was your mother. Of course you feel sad,” Carly said, taking a step forward, taking one of his hands in hers. The touch felt alien to him. He wasn’t used to human affection. He’d spent his whole life avoiding it.

Jimmy nodded. “But you know what she was like. Saw it.”

“I did, and it haunted me for a long time. Still does. But she was still your mother and while your brain is telling you that you should hate her – quite rightly I might add – your heart can’t sever that bond as easily. You have to grieve and it’s okay to do that, Jimmy. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

Jimmy took a breath and shook his head, wiping the tears away with fierceness. “No. I refuse to give her that. To give her the satisfaction of having me cry for her. Of feeling bad for her.” He turned to face his mother’s house. Now his. “If I had my way, I’d burn this place to the ground and every memory of her in it.”

Carly nodded. 

Jimmy jangled the house keys absentmindedly in his pocket, his hands twitching nervously as he glared at the torment of his youth and, if he were brave enough to admit it, his adulthood too. He knew it was his mind playing tricks on him, but he thought the house was covered with a far larger, far darker rain cloud than any other in the sky. 

It looked ominous. It looked fitting. 

“Do you want me to come in with you? Some support?” Carly said gravely, from over his shoulder.

Jimmy dropped the keys back into his pocket. His face softening, he turned back to his childhood friend. “Thank you, but I think, at least at first, this is something I need to do on my own. Just the sight of this house has sent me into a bit of a tizz. Who knows what’ll happen when I see the inside?” Jimmy smiled, trying to lighten his words, but they hung heavy in the air. 

“Well, I’m here if you need me,” Carly said softly, once again lightly taking the tips of his fingers in hers. A tingle travelled up his arm, warming the cold his damp clothes had caused.

“I know. To be honest, I don’t think I can do it today. I need to prepare myself a little more. The cemetery and seeing the house are enough for one day. Think I’ll just head back to the hotel.”

“Where are you staying? Loreta’s?”

“No, I’m booked into a hotel just outside of town. Thought it was best.”

“Trying to mitigate the gossip. The boy that ran away – breaking his mother’s heart,” Carly said with a sympathetic smirk.

“Is that what they’re saying?” Jimmy scoffed.

“Versions of it. You know that won’t help, staying out of town. As soon as someone recognises you – which they will, you haven’t changed that much – the whole town will know. It’ll fly around the OAP network and before you know it, you’ll be the topic on the tip of everyone’s tongue.”

“I suppose I should have expected that. Maybe, if that happens, I’ll just book a few nights in there. Although, I’m not planning on staying too long; once this is done, I want to wash my hands of this place.”

Carly looked to the floor but no amount of averting her gaze could hide the hurt in her eyes. Jimmy, guilt washing over him, tried to let her know he didn’t mean her. “Do you want to, maybe, if you’re free, grab some lunch tomorrow?”

“That would be nice. I’ve got an interview for the paper tomorrow morning down in Hastings. We could meet there and pick somewhere?” Carly said.

“Sounds lovely. What’s the story? Anything interesting?” 

Carly smirked. “Some guy down there believes he has grown the world’s largest turnip in his garden greenhouse. I’ve got to confirm the measurements and take a few pictures.”

“Investigative journalism at its best,” Jimmy laughed.

“Pays the bills.”

Jimmy nodded. “So, uh, tomorrow then.”

“Can’t wait,” Carly answered.

She turned to walk away. “Hey, you want a lift? Looks like the heavens are going to open again,” Jimmy asked. 

Carly raised her hands to her sides, her camera swinging around. “I’m good, I like the rain and I’m already soaked. Plus, I have to write this article about your mum’s funeral. The walk gives me time to think, to write it in my head first.”

“You always did like to walk.”

Jimmy watched as she trotted out of the drive and disappeared behind the country lane hedges. Even with her gone, he couldn’t turn away. In the blink of an eye, he felt fifteen again. 

He faced his house once more, knowing full well he wasn’t going in tonight. He couldn’t face it. Just being here was having a detrimental effect on him. His shoulders felt heavy and his chest tight – breathing was becoming a struggle. Jimmy’s eyes flitted from window to window. He pictured what sat just beyond the closed curtains. The shape of the rooms, the furniture. How much had changed in his absence? 

Then something caught his eye. In the downstairs window on the left of the house, the curtain dropped and Jimmy could have sworn he saw someone there. He took a step closer and with each step, the feeling of anxiety and tightness in his chest increased to the point he doubled over, struggling to breathe. With his hands on his stomach, he staggered backwards until he was parallel with his car. He leaned on it for support. Taking deep breaths, Jimmy was finally able to straighten his body and look at the window again. There was no one there. The curtain was perfectly still.

Jimmy stared for a moment, convincing himself that someone would peek from behind it, but it soon became apparent his mind had played a trick on him. The house, as well as the air around it, was perfectly still.

He jumped back in his car and reversed off the drive. As he sped down the country lane, away from the house and out of town, he felt a weight lift from him.

Then, the heavens opened once more.
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Chapter Five
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1999

The sound of the bedroom door closing caused Jimmy to jump. Carly emitted a sharp intake of breath. Jimmy waited; his options swirled about in his mind like a town-wrecking tornado. In reality though, he only had two. Like the fangs of a mythical serpent, each choice was as poisonous as the other. Stay and potentially be there late into the night, which wasn’t much of an option considering Carly’s mum would come looking for her as soon as night fell, or take their chances and sneak out, hoping not to be seen.

Option two was the only choice, reinforced by the thud of Father Michaels’ feet descending the stairs and fading further into the distance. This was their only chance. If they waited much longer and Father Michaels, or God forbid, his mother, returned sooner than anticipated, they could well be trapped there for hours more. He didn’t want to even think about what would happen to him if he was found in here with Carly. There was a strong possibility his punishment would make what was happening to Jason seem like a spa treatment. He wouldn’t be able to argue though. He understood if that happened, it would be because he deserved it.

Hesitating no longer, he gripped Carly’s hand tightly and pulled her silently from the wardrobe. Jason’s cries had subsided and all that could be heard were the groans of someone who had been sapped of all energy. The moans of someone with no fight left in them. Jimmy never looked at him. He wasn’t exactly sure why – partly guilt for being the reason he was tied to that bed and partly disgust at his brother being weak enough to allow the demon in. Either way, he kept his eyes glued to the floor as he pulled Carly behind him. As he reached his door, Carly’s hand slipped from his and he was forced to turn around. Something he was loath to do. 

He was greeted with Carly standing a few feet from him at the foot of Jason’s bed. Her hands were by her side, but Jimmy could see they were shaking as she stared at the tethered figure of his older brother. Taking a step towards her, Jimmy grabbed her arm and dragged her back. She turned to look at him with glassy eyes and Jimmy felt a desire to hug her tight. A feeling that he hadn’t felt for his brother, despite what he was having to endure. 

It was for his own good, he told himself. 

Jimmy gave her a wide-eyed, urgent stare that she understood immediately. With the back of her hand, she wiped her snotty nose and allowed Jimmy to silently lead her to his bedroom door. His hand, slick with sweat, slid over the brass knob. He wiped it vigorously on his jeans and tried again, but this time something else prevented him from leaving the room.

“Help... me...”

Jimmy froze and he felt Carly tense at his side. Her hand once again crushed his fingers. Jason’s voice was weak. The words barely above a croaked whisper. 

“I’m sorry... for everything... I’m better now. Please... let me go.”

The lump that rose in Jimmy’s throat threatened to prevent him from breathing. He loved his brother and seeing him like this was hard, but he had faith in Father Michaels. If he said this was the right thing to do, then it was the right thing to do. 

“Jimmy...”

The gravelly voice that floated across to Jimmy didn’t even sound much like his brother’s despite the fact that it came from his mouth and in that moment, Jimmy knew. It wasn’t his brother. It was the demon Father Michaels warned him about and he wouldn’t be as weak as his brother to be fooled by it. 

He tugged on Carly’s arm and pulled her to the door once again, not even bothering to take the time to give the demon an answer. He knew better than to engage with it. There was only one man powerful enough for that and he was currently downstairs. Jimmy felt Carly hold him back slightly, but he never stopped, not for a second. He flung the door open, forgetting in his haste his need to be cautious as he marched onto the landing. He turned to close the door with his eyes still angled anywhere but at his brother, and as he did, he heard the whimpered sobs creep under the door like a mist rolling in. 

Getting out of the house didn’t quite take the stealthy actions of a super spy that Jimmy had anticipated. Father Michaels was locked away in his mother’s office and he could hear them giggling as he needlessly crept down the wide staircase. He was a little confused at the fact that they were laughing but assumed it was a celebration of sorts. They must believe they were making headway with the expulsion of the demon, despite how it had reared his head once more moments ago. Jimmy hoped he hadn’t interfered with the process by letting the demon see him. 

Once they had reached the bottom of the stairs, they were out of the front door and on their way in a matter of seconds, safe in the knowledge they hadn’t been seen. 

The walk back to Carly’s usually took them no more than half an hour, but here they were, forty-five minutes in and they had only just started to see the small cottage she shared with her mum off in the distance. They had been ambling along. Jimmy wanted to walk at his usual pace, but sensing Carly was trudging more than walking, he kept in step next to her. He would occasionally sneak glances across at her, but she never once averted her thousand-yard stare from directly in front of her. Neither had said a word and Jimmy had started to feel his skin prickle with nerves at what she could possibly be thinking. 

They reached the corner of the side street that ran adjacent to Carly’s tiny home. It was the quintessential cottage. Small and uneven. All on one floor. Jimmy was sure he could fit the whole building in two or three rooms of the large house he lived in, but still, he loved it. It felt homely.

On the corner of the road, Jimmy stopped but Carly continued as if on autopilot. As if she were being controlled by some force that propelled her forwards. Luckily no cars turned into the road. She said nothing to Jimmy as she went. Most times she’d have asked him inside but not today. Today she didn’t even acknowledge he was there and that scared Jimmy.

As she reached her front door, he finally found the voice that had been hiding the whole walk.

“Don’t say anything,” he blurted out.

Carly stopped with her hand still raised and her key hovering over the lock. She slowly turned her head and looked at him across the street.

“Please. Jason needs help, and this is the only way to get it. Father Michaels knows what he’s doing. Please,” he repeated, almost begging.

A small motion was made by Carly’s head. He was a little way away, but he could still make out the slight nod before she disappeared through the now open door, slamming it loudly behind her. 
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Chapter Six
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2024

“Shut the door!”

Carly rolled her eyes and gritted her teeth as her mum’s sarcastic voice rang throughout the cottage. She hadn’t slammed the door – which was what her mum was implying – but the door was such an ill fit for the frame, even the smallest breeze made it rattle. Just walking past it would create some small rattling noise. Considering the wind was now wailing outside, they were in for an evening of making sure the television was at full volume. 

Carly knew her mother was joking of course, even she couldn’t help but shut the door with a slamming noise every time she went in or out, but still, the joke was becoming tiresome. There were memes all over the internet laughing at bad ‘dad jokes’ but from Carly’s experience, mum jokes were far worse. 

“Ha. Ha. Ha,” Carly replied, deadpan.

She took off her wet shoes and coat and laid them by the front door, a small puddle surrounding her. She placed her camera gently on the sideboard and shuffled her way to the kitchen, leaving a wet trail behind her, like a giant slug was making its way around the room. Finding her mum over the sink finishing up the dishes, she plonked herself into a small wooden chair that was pushed up against the kitchen wall. The cottage was small, barely big enough for Carly and her mother, but she loved it all the same. Even if it was a bit cramped. It had character. Personality. The kitchen itself was tiny and painted in a bright orange. That was the colour this week at least. Since her mother had retired as a primary school teacher, she seemed to fill her days with decorating – and redecorating – the cottage. It seemed to Carly that the colour of each room changed once a month.

Carly leant her elbow on the small half-circled table that was screwed into the same wall the back of her chair was rested on. Placing her chin in the palm of her hand, her tense body loosened up and she let out an almighty sigh. Her damp black clothes clung to her skin, and she gave in involuntary shiver. She was starting to feel the cold now. She knew she should get up, go to her room and change, maybe have a hot bath, but instead she just sat there, her mind racing.
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