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We learned the words as children, chanting them as we skipped – Call on blessed Mary; Spit once for luck; Don’t forget to sneeze, ah-tissue, ah-tissue; Bless you to keep the devil out.

Our mothers tutted and boxed our ears. Evil girls, they’d say. You’ll have cursed babies, the lot of you!

The other girls gasped and crossed themselves, but I poked out my tongue. I’ll have the evilest baby of them all. He’ll be king of the goblins!

Then it was the mothers’ turn to gasp and cross themselves.

You see, I had a secret. I didn’t believe in goblins. They were an excuse, a reason to shame women whose babies withered inside them. Someone to blame when a child took only a hundred breaths. 

She made a wish... the women would whisper. I learned to whisper too, lest their side-eye be turned on me. 

I wish... I wish... 

I wished malicious tongues and eyes were the only evils I would face.

As we grew, the other girls stopped skipping. Proper little wives, they folded their hands, dropped their gaze, and said their prayers. No more calling on goblins, they tutted and blessed, and crossed themselves, all without raising their eyes from the ground at their feet.

But me... I never lowered mine.

The other girls, they became the ones who whispered. Bethel cursed her own unborn baby, don’t you know – called him king of the goblins! I ignored their muttered words. Their stomachs swelled with babes, but mine stayed flat. My ring finger remained unchained.

The girls... the women... they weren’t the ones I should have been watching.

The men circled me. Called me ungodly while leering in ungodly ways. They loved me in private and hated themselves for it in the light of day.

When my stomach began to swell, they all denied it. 

Unnatural... they all said. Made a wish and brought a goblin to her bed.

The whispers turned to mutters. Perhaps goblin was just a name for the things they wanted to forget.

My son was born in the witching hour, and that sealed our fate. They no longer lowered their voices or their eyes. It was no longer luck that made them spit.

Wicked girl, she’s brought evil to us all. 

They said I cursed my baby, but I loved more than their “godly” hearts ever could. I ran with the babe, taking him far into the forest. They followed, fervour driving them after us. I didn’t believe in goblins, but I believed in man even less. 

When I could run no further, and the babe weighed heavy in my arms, I spoke the words we had learned as children.

I wish... I wish... 

The goblins came from the underground, twisted figures snatching my baby into the night. The men watched him go in silence, no blessing loud enough to keep the devil out. 

I’ll have the evilest baby of them all, I once told them. He’ll be king of the goblins! 

They pretend they don’t remember, but I know they’ll never forget.
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There had always been bones in the park.

Chicken, of course, but it wasn’t hard to imagine them as fingers, freed from their flesh encasement long ago and now crunched between her dog’s jaws. She didn’t know who was consuming these large quantities of drumsticks, or why they felt the need to discard the waste in the grass. But the bones were always there, nonetheless.

Perhaps that’s why it wasn’t such a surprise when she found the body.

It was an icy morning. That wasn’t important, but as her breath turned to smoke around her, a small part of her recognised, and was thankful for, the small mercy of the chill keeping flesh cold.

It took her a while to understand what she was seeing. There was a shoe – presumably a foot inside – and close to that, the cuff of a pair of jeans. Both lay on the green, spongy safety mat, as the gentle to and fro of the swing squeaked above them.

Her dog didn’t bark. She had imagined that in situations like these, a dog would bark, frantically pawing and growling at the ground, morphing instantly into a cadaver dog, sensing and locating death. 

Instead, he sniffed at the bushes as she stood and stared at the shoe. 

Eventually, she forced her eye to travel up and further to the left. There, she saw a face, a pair of open eyes. Then she heard a scream which she thought might have been her own.

When the police officers arrived, she told them about the bones. She made a point of saying they were probably chicken, but she had never seen finger bones, you see? She didn’t want to miss something which could have been important.

She kept thinking how the red on his forehead was the same red as her jacket. It felt wrong – too bold and garish, like she had turned up to a funeral in a brightly coloured cocktail dress.

A police officer wrapped a blanket around her and said comforting things. She couldn’t quite make out the words, but the tone brushed over her, softly, softly, and she found herself soothed anyway.

Later – she couldn’t be sure how much later – she looked down, and there was a paper cup full of tea in her hands. She had a keep cup in her bag. She thought of transferring the liquid into it, but it seemed a little late for saving the environment from this particular paper cup.

Samson licked her face. She tried to find comfort in the gesture, but all she could think of was those bones, crunching between his jaws. She did note that she was now sitting – that she must be for her dog to be able to lick her face – and that he still hadn’t barked. Looking at him now, his small, woolly body attempting to climb into her lap, it seemed ridiculous that she had thought him capable of carrying out the tasks of a bloodhound. She picked him up, noting that he was shivering, just as disturbed by the death as she was.

There were more people in the park now. The boy’s body was still lying there. She could say that now – his body. He was not just a shoe or an open pair of eyes, he was a person. A dead person, who she had found.

“How are you doing, now?”

The police officer startled her. His voice was suddenly very loud and real, unlike the shushing sounds from the comforting words earlier. His accent was Irish, lilting musically even in just that simple phrase, and she wondered if they had sent him to talk to her for that reason. His words were calming, no matter what he said.

“Yes, I’m okay.” Her own voice sounded hoarse, and she suspected she had screamed more than once. “I think I may be in shock.”

The police officer smiled slightly, as if glad she had acknowledged it. “Can you tell me your name?”

She blinked, realising he had asked her that before, and she had been unable to answer. “Jennifer. My name is Jennifer.”

The police officer gave another slight smile, his relief at her newfound coherence evident. “We will need you to make a full statement, Jennifer. Are you all right to stay a while longer?”

She nodded. “I need to call my boss, though. Tell her why I’m late.” 

He touched her shoulder gently as he left her to make her call. Jennifer stared at her phone for several minutes, then sent a text instead. She felt incapable of verbalising what had happened.

As a social worker, there had always been a possibility she would one day find someone’s body – a client overdose or suicide; a domestic situation spun out of control. She’d thought about it every time she knocked on a door and it took more than a few seconds for someone to answer. But that still hadn’t prepared her for finding a teenager dead in a playground.

She made her statement, repeating everything she had told them earlier, but more intelligibly. She left out the bones this time, feeling silly for having mentioned them in the first place.

There were more people in the park now, gathered around the edges of the cordon. She picked up Samson, afraid someone would step on him, and the police officer lifted the tape for her to duck under. The crowd parted as if wary of touching her. For once, she was not the calm presence helping to defuse the bad situation. Instead, she was a part of it. His death would always be a piece of her story.

A girl stepped forward, blocking Jennifer’s way. She had been crying, but her face also displayed something else.

“Please,” the girl said. “Do you know what happened?”

No one had expressly told Jennifer she shouldn’t tell anyone, but more than that, she realised she didn’t really know. She shook her head, and the girl closed her eyes, pressing shaking hands to her lips.

Jennifer recognised the self-shushing gesture, and the nature of the girl’s pain. In her work, she had come to know there were two types of guilt. There was the useful type – the one that got you answers, where someone knew or had done something. And then there was the illogical kind, the self-blame.
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