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In these pages you will find the dreams of writers.

Beware, they are not always what they seem.
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Under Glass

by Fraser Smith
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The water shimmered like glass in the late afternoon sun. Dragonflies skimmed along the surface, leaving tiny ripples in their wake. The trees lining the far side of the river shook their leaves gently as a breeze stirred their branches. Eleanor Hanley stood calling his name again and again, her voice rising each time with a little bit more desperation.

‘Leo! Leo!’

Hearing no reply, Eleanor moved further down the bank. The tall grass clutched at her knees as she ran. She could feel panic rising slowly from the depths of her stomach, her voice becoming hoarse.

‘Leo! Where are you, darling?’

Then a flash of yellow caught in her peripheral vision. The world seemed to turn upside down for just a second. She saw his shorts first, out of place in the algae-tinted water. Then two legs, child’s legs, pale and still, lying just beneath the surface.

She screamed.

Eleanor jolted awake, her breath rasping in her throat. The bedsheets, saturated in sweat, clung to her. She fumbled on her bedside table for the glass of water and drank in huge mouthfuls, not caring about the excess that spilled down the front of her nightdress. She put a hand to her head as the tears streamed down her face.

Later that morning Eleanor sat in the office of Dr Maryam Bailey. The room smelt of sandalwood and disinfectant. Sunlight coming in through half-closed blinds striped the wall with horizontal lines.

‘I didn’t ever think a silence could be so loud,’ Eleanor said. Her voice was flat as if somehow the words had been sanded smooth. ‘But the silence now that Leo is not here is the loudest thing I have ever heard.’

Dr Bailey made a note in the notebook she balanced on her knee. She glanced at Eleanor, who was sitting with her legs pressed together, a small blue plush elephant cradled between her fingers.

‘Is that Leo’s?’ Dr Bailey asked gently.

Eleanor didn’t look down. She continued to stare forward. She nodded.

‘Why don’t you tell me a little bit about it?’ Dr Bailey urged.

There was silence.

‘Leo used to suck on its ear as he was going to sleep. I wanted to bury it...’ Her voice cracked. Once she had regained control, she continued. ‘They told me to keep it. A memory of him.’

Dr Bailey nodded to herself and made another note.

‘I dream about Leo every night,’ Eleanor said. The words came out in a whisper as if they would break under their own weight.

Dr Bailey waited.

‘When I was little, my grandmother had a scorpion trapped in amber. She used to keep it on the windowsill in her kitchen. It fascinated me. I used to stare at it for hours. That is how I feel, like the scorpion.’

Eleanor turned the elephant over between her fingers.

‘In the dreams, I’m stuck. I either see Leo in the water, or he is at home calling for me. I don’t know which is worse. Seeing him floating, lifeless, or hearing him call for his mummy, but I cannot reach him. My legs will not move.’

‘What do you feel when you wake up?’ Dr Bailey asked. Eleanor hesitated.

‘Guilty,’ she said eventually. ‘I feel guilty because it’s my fault that Leo is...’

Eleanor’s breath caught. Her shoulders began to shake uncontrollably, then a loud sob erupted from her chest, raw, full of everything she had been holding back.

Dr Bailey did not speak, she did not write, she watched as the tears came one after another.

‘I was supposed to be looking after him,’ Eleanor said, choking on her sobs. ‘I turned my back for thirty seconds.’ Eleanor paused before continuing. ‘I see him under the water every time I close my eyes, every fucking time.’ Tears streamed down her face.

***
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Outside, Eleanor blinked in the harsh afternoon sunlight. Her eyes always found it difficult to adjust from being inside. Everything seemed too bright, too noisy lately, her senses overwhelmed. Her feet automatically moved her forwards. She saw the newsagent’s where Leo would squash his nose up to the glass, trying to get a look at the sweets behind the counter. She walked past the bus stop where Leo had once dropped the ice cream she had bought for him. That memory was clear in her mind. Leo, oddly calm, watching the white blob of ice cream slowly melt.

Eleanor found herself outside the park. She gripped the iron gate. Little specks of green paint flaked off on her hands. She stared through the railings. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. She heard the creak of the swings and the shrieks of the children. Then she saw it, the flash of yellow. Her eyes were guided to it instantly. A boy no more than three on the climbing frame, wearing yellow shorts. Eleanor studied the boy carefully. He was about Leo’s height, but his hair was darker, and his eyes were not Leo’s. They never were.

Eleanor rested her head against the cold iron bars and closed her eyes. She was back at the river again and she could see Leo’s body, still, lifeless, floating. Eleanor opened her eyes and pushed herself away from the gate. Her legs felt heavy and unresponsive. She wanted to go home.

Eleanor reached her front door without remembering how she had got there. The key trembled in her hand as she tried to fit it into the lock. Once inside, the silence of the house pressed in around her. It seemed like a weight, sharp and oppressive. Her eyes drifted to the door of the nursery. The door was locked, locked for her own good. In the days following Leo’s death, she had not left it. Eleanor ate, drank and slept there. Mark, Leo’s father, now had the key. Eleanor stood there for a moment, unmoving. The house did not seem empty even though she knew it was.

There was a knock at the front door.

Eleanor hesitated. She didn’t want to see anyone.

The knock came again, this time louder. Eleanor wiped her clammy palms on her trousers and opened it.

‘Hi Elle,’ Claire said with a forced smile. Eleanor was taken aback.

‘Hi Claire,’ she whispered.

‘I hope you don’t mind me popping round. I just wanted to see how today went with Dr Bailey.’

‘No, not at all, you are always welcome,’ Eleanor said, stepping aside and allowing Claire in.

Claire walked in slowly, like someone entering a church. Eleanor saw her eyes look towards the door of the nursery before diverting her gaze away quickly.

They moved into the living room. Eleanor gestured to a sofa, and Claire sat down. Eleanor sat opposite her, curling her legs under her bottom like she used to do on rainy afternoons when Leo napped.

A silence stretched between them. It was clear both women felt awkward about starting the conversation.

Claire glanced at her feet. She wrung her hands together.

‘It feels strange being here,’ she said.

Claire’s eyes moved to the elephant that Eleanor still clutched tightly in her hands.

‘That elephant used to drive me mad. Leo used to take it everywhere.’

Eleanor looked at the toy. It had become so much a part of her she had forgotten she was holding it.

‘I used to sneak it into the wash when Leo was not looking,’ Eleanor said. Claire nodded sympathetically and smiled.

‘Elle, I know you blame yourself, but there is no need.’ The words stumbled from Claire’s mouth. ‘I was the one who was looking after Leo that day,’ she continued. ‘I should have made sure the gate was closed and bolted. I should not have gone inside and left him playing in the garden.’

Eleanor shook her head. ‘I should have been there, Claire. He trusted me and I let him down.’

Claire shook her head.

‘Do not be silly, Elle. He had been asking to go to the river all morning. I should have taken him, then maybe...’ Her voice trailed off.

‘He calls for me, Claire, every night. He calls me, but I cannot get to him.’ Eleanor’s voice shook with emotion.

Claire quickly moved to Eleanor’s sofa. She put a hand on Eleanor’s hand.

‘Elle, it was my fault. I was Leo’s mother.’

The words landed like a slap to Eleanor’s face.

‘Do not say that,’ Eleanor said, pulling her hand away from Claire quickly.

‘Elle, it is the truth. I should have taken better care of him. My little boy is dead and God knows that will haunt me for the rest of my life, but nothing we can do will bring Leo back. Eleanor, you were a great nanny to him and you loved him. Mark and I know that and that is a great comfort, but you cannot go on blaming yourself.’

Eleanor got to her feet. The blue elephant fell to the floor.

‘He called me Mummy,’ Eleanor said.

Claire stood too.

‘Elle, Leo was two, he was learning, he got confused.’

Eleanor’s hand flew to her ears.

‘No,’ she cried.

‘Elle, I know it is hard to accept. Do you remember when you came to us, you told me that you had had a miscarriage a few years before? We thought being around Leo might help you, and it did. You adored Leo, but he wasn’t yours.’

Claire reached out her hand and grabbed Eleanor by the wrist.

‘Leo loved you, Elle.’

Claire wrapped her arms around her. At first, Eleanor stiffened her body, tense, trembling with resistance, before something inside her broke, and she collapsed helplessly into Claire’s shoulder, sobbing. The blue elephant lay forgotten on the floor between them.
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The Final Draft

by Haya Ayesh
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It started with a name.

Soren. 

There was no plot, no premise, just the name, and a rush of something electric behind her ribs. She shot upright in bed, covers tangled around her legs, and scrambled for the nearest scrap of paper. Her hand knocked over a glass and nearly toppled her laptop before she found a crumpled receipt. Pen shaking, she scrawled the name across it in half-asleep urgency.
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