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​​​​​​THE VERANDAH
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The sun glanced through the brown-edged leaves of the old chestnut across the road, making the clouds of darting insects glow like pixels scribbling patterns in the air. The sound of cicadas swelled and faded, though it was still this early in the morning. The air tasted of earth and fire and perhaps somewhere smoke. Old Ma Hitchins was out on her porch, already in place on the old wooden chair, bentwood, armrests marked with age and sweat, just as she was, sitting there, rocking gently back and forth, and watching. Early enough and she might catch the ragtag groups of kids on their way to school, all shirt tails hanging out the back of their shorts and caps askew. They rarely noticed her anymore. She’d been sitting here so long that she had become more of a fixture than an oddity. Occasionally, one of them would dart a glance in her direction as they passed, but then quickly look away. It didn’t do to reveal that sort of talent to their companions. You were only supposed to be able to see what everyone else could, nothing more. Just for fun, sometimes she’d try to catch their eyes, give them a wide and toothy grin, and watch them start, catch their breath, and hurry their step, suddenly very interested in the conversations of their companions. It always seemed to work better with the girls though. With a girl, that look could be all the more knowing.

From time to time, she railed at the unfairness of the ‘Ma’ label. All her children were long gone. A couple of them by her own hand, but that was completely another story. They had been different times. Other forces shaped the world back then. Besides, she didn’t like to think about that, about her own children or what had happened to them. All dead, or so she supposed. Every last one of them. Too much time had passed for it to be otherwise. The stained, cracked bath still existed in that upstairs room behind her, but she wasn’t going to let her thoughts stray that way. It was too nice a day. 

A slight breeze stirred a few leaves on the porch, lifted some rubbish, a sheet of old stained newspaper, and then let it drop. Ma Hitchens barely registered. She looked up at the sky, at the traceries of cloud painting chalk strokes against duck egg. Such a fine day. The kids would be in high spirits in weather such as this. Cicadas swelled and died in the trees across the road, swelled and died. School would let out soon and then they’d come, their presence flooding the street with energy like the sound of the insects, the smell of the trees. Why would she sit here at night, when there was such bounty to be had during the day, what with the school so close? That being said though, she couldn’t remember last time someone had set foot inside her yard, or inside the house itself, or what remained of it. There’d been that youth a couple of years back, a young man with pale skin, ratty hair, a ring in his nose. There’d been tattoos and scabs on his arms. She’d watched him as he sized the place up. Her place. She’d soon sent him on his way. She couldn’t really put her finger on when that had been...exactly. Memories did that, sort of faded one into the other. With some of them, it was just as well.

A loose board on the verandah creaked with each rock of her chair, back and forth. Back and forth.

There, off in the distance, she could hear the sound of children.

It didn’t always work the same way, but generally, at least one of them had to notice her. Even if they didn’t know that it was her that their awareness had snagged. Energy. That’s what it was all about. It worked even better if some of the others might notice the noticing. 

“What’s Johnny looking at?”

“He’s looking at the Old Hitchins Place.”

“But there’s nothing there. Watcha lookin at, Johnny?”

At times like that she would rock a little faster, a silent cackle tumbling from her lips, impelled by her glee. If she was very lucky, Johnny’s gaze might track her movement back and forth. A swallow. An open-mouthed stare.

“Oooh, look. He’s seen a ghost.”

“Why don’t you go and say hello.”

“Yeah, Johnny.” 

“Maybe it’s the witch.”

“Nah.”

“But maybe it really is.”

He’d look to his companions, slightly pale, a furtive glance again then look away. 

“Go on, Johnny.”

“Nah,” as he scuffed his feet and then turned away.

“The witch is waiting for you, Johnny.”

She didn’t like it when they called her a witch. She’d never been a witch. But then, over time, stories changed, she supposed. And that was what it was all about, right there. Time. Not only did stories change, but memories faded. She could barely remember her name now, her real name. Alison? Elizabeth? Freda? It didn’t matter. She could live with ‘Ma,’ despite the remembrances it sometimes conjured.

Eventually, they moved on, leaving her there with her almost memories, rocking gently back and forth in the afternoon sun that glared down, trying to bleach wooden boards already faded to paleness. For a while, she thought that would be it for the rest of the day, that she’d have to spend the cooler evening watching the stars come out and the insect song growing with the darkness. Her street always grew quieter after the kids had gone. She’d get a few of the adults later in the day, returning home from work or from errands. She knew most of them by sight. Like her, the majority had been here for a while. Same old families, same old houses. Occasionally, it was generational as the houses passed from parents to offspring, but then it was hard to tell. They all looked so much like each other in the end. They barely ever even noticed her, anyway, and that was no good at all. As people grew older, their awareness, the acuity of their perception became blunted. Maybe it was the constant bombardment of modern life. She heard the televisions and the movies late at night, the barrage of jingles and advertisements and slogans. She heard the gunshots and the sirens and the car chases, the whomp, whomp, whomp of helicopters. None in her suburb, but projected there all the same. How could that not start to numb the senses? Even the kids, she thought occasionally. Even the kids. She supposed that was why she liked the one called Johnny. For some reason, perhaps his homelife, some predisposition, he seemed to have retained his ability to see. She ached for that, needed that.

“Hello,” said a voice.

Old Ma Hitchins stopped her rocking with a start. Slowly, slowly she turned her head.

“Hello,” she said carefully, the hint of a query in the word.

At the bottom of the broken wooden steps stood a small girl, her straw-coloured hair in a single plait lying over her left shoulder. She wore a short, pale-blue floral dress. White shoes, sensible shoes sat upon her feet over white socks, one pulled higher than the other. No trainers there. Ma Hitchins would not have been surprised to see an old, battered rag doll dangling from one of those hands, but there was no sign of that either. A quick flick of freckles ran across the child’s nose and a smudge of something, probably dirt ran up one cheek. Her eyes were crystal blue.

“Y-you can see me?” 

The little girl bit her lip and nodded quickly. 

Ma Hitchins processed this for a minute. She looked away, then up at the sky, slowly losing its brightness, let her gaze wander across the vast, pale vault for a moment and then back. The child was still there. Quickly, she looked away again. Up and down the street in both directions, it was empty. Even the insects had grown hushed.

Without looking at her, she asked, “What’s your name, child.”

“I’m Susie.” The answer came without hesitation.

Ma Hitchins nodded slowly, once, twice. “I guess you can call me, Ma,” she said.

This seemed to amuse the child somehow, because there was a clear laugh, a sound of almost delight, if she hadn’t known better.

“I guess so,” said the child.

Slowly, she turned her face to look at the girl once more. There was something familiar about her, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. There was something familiar about the child’s name too. Susie. Hadn’t she known a Susie once? There was something she knew she should be remembering, but it was hard, too hard right now. It was good that the child was here though, that the child could see her. Not a mere glance, a flicker. She saw her, properly. She had spoken. It was important. Little Johnny would never dare to speak to her, to acknowledge her presence like this child was doing. But what was it that made her different, more different than the rest?

Ma Hitchins started rocking then, gently backwards and forwards. One of the boards beneath her chair creaked.

“I’m sorry I haven’t got another seat here for you, another chair. You could come and sit by me, and we could have a nice chat,” she said.

“That’s okay,” said the girl. She stepped up on the verandah and leaned back on the wooden railing. She chewed at the end of one thumb as she watched Ma Hitchins rocking back and forth.

“Shouldn’t you be in school?”

Again came the laugh, clear, bell-like. “No, silly. It’s far too late for that.”

“You can stay a while, can’t you?” asked Ma Hitchins. “Your parents won’t be worried.”

“No, Ma,” said the child. “It’s all okay. I can stay a while. If you want.”

“You see,” continued the old woman, “when there’s nobody left to remember, then things simply cease to be, like they never existed in the first place. People leave us, pass on. Everyone I knew is long gone. There’s no one left to remember. One day, there’ll be nobody at all, and then I will be gone for good. That’s why I sit here. That’s why I let them see me, hope that they will see me. Now and again, one or two of them. That’s enough. Well, almost enough. Do you see?”

Susie nodded her head with big, important nods.

“But do you see?” asked Ma.

“Yes, Ma.”

“When little Johnny comes by, he sees me. I can feel him see me. I can feel it holding me, touching me. He sees me, and I can feel the life in him.”

She stopped talking then, only rocked back and forth for a time, but then frowned. There was something different about this little girl, something that was not quite the same. She wasn’t getting the same feeling she got when the young boy noticed her, when he paled a little. From this girl, there was nothing like that.

“But you can see me,” she said.

“Yes, Ma.”

She nodded to herself and looked away. She thought that there was something she should be remembering. Something too, too familiar. And then she felt the chill. She knew what it was, but she wasn’t going to allow it. Not here, not now.

“I had children once.”

The girl, Susie, merely watched her with that pale blue gaze. Ma Hitchins met that gaze and looked away. The light was becoming paler know, shafts glancing through the trees across the street. There was a gauzy feel to everything. It was strange how everything was so quiet this afternoon. There was something about the back room upstairs. It had been a bathroom, hadn’t it? She looked back over her shoulder, then up again at the sky. Still the child continued watching her.

A boy and a girl.

A boy and a girl.

Slowly, Ma Hitchins raised her hand to her neck, gently traced a line with one finger. She had a husband once. What was his name? Len. That was it. Len. Something about the back room upstairs. Something to do with a knife. Perhaps it hadn’t been her hand after all. But then it was sometimes hard to remember. Memory was a funny thing.

“It’s getting late,” she said to the child. “Perhaps you should go.”

The child merely nodded in response, pushed herself from the railing and turned towards the stairs.

“Will you come tomorrow?” Ma Hitchins asked.

The child paused on the top stair.

“Of course,” said the girl. “But I have to go now.”

Ma Hitchins nodded her understanding.

The barest smile played across her lips as she pushed the rocker into motion, watching the little girl all the way down the street until finally, she disappeared from view.

Further down the street, around the corner, as the first purples started to shade the evening sky, a slight breeze picked up, neither warm nor cold, and the little girl stopped walking. This was not the first day she had visited. Nor would it be the last. But then, memories dwindled over time, especially if there was no one else to help keep them whole. She reached up with one hand, gently traced her fingers over the place on her chest, and then lay her palm flat against the spot. She blinked once, and then slowly nodded.

Gradually, unhurriedly, she became more insubstantial fading gently from sight. She too had had the trace of a smile upon her face as she looked back down the street in the direction of the old derelict house and the remains of that crumbling verandah.
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​​​​​A TRICK OF THE LIGHT
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I saw a ghost in the night. She was just standing there, a white shift, long black hair. She wasn’t moving, nothing. She stood just a metre from the bed. Somehow, I knew it was a she. I reached over in the dark, touched Jasmine to check whether she was there or whether it was her standing there in the shadows, but my touch had been too heavy, and she awoke. I wanted her to wake up properly then, to look and verify what I was seeing, that it wasn’t merely a simple trick of the light, but it was too late. The ghost had gone. Then there was denial. I was half asleep, barely awake and your eyes play tricks on you in the dark. Or so I told myself then. If I looked over at the open doorway to our bedroom, I could roughly see the darkness and light that could shape such an image in my head. What is it they say? That the brain fills things in for you in the absence of the proper stimulus? Perhaps that was it.

We talked about it over breakfast.

“It was probably just a dream,” said Jasmine. She was always the more grounded one in our relationship.

“Yeah, probably,” I told her, not wanting to get into a detailed dissection of what did and didn’t exist. Besides, the house we were renting wasn’t that old. I didn’t think that there was enough history there to warrant some sort of event that might cause something to attach itself to the place. It’s hard to tell though. Television has a lot to answer for, confusing and embellishing the received lore about such things and yes, I watched them all. My expectations may have been muddied.

That would have been that, had I not started noticing other things. Perhaps I was looking for them, but they were there all the same, not some imagined shape conjured to fill the gaps in my perception. I was sure of it.

The house itself was big, rambling. One of those places that real estate people said could benefit from love and attention. Probably too big for just the two of us. The rent was well within our reach, being as it was out at the edge of town near a golf course. It wasn’t the view; it was the golf balls. It’s impressive the amount of damage one of those small hard spheres can cause. Most of the time, we weren’t there for the occasional impact, but when we were, well, you never quite get used to the noise. Mostly it was the roof. A wide veranda protected us from most of the impacts and the old sash windows never suffered. We’d sit out there on warm summer nights having drinks watching for comets, tracking the bats as they chased insects through the heavy air. You had to look for them, but if you concentrated, you could see the flittering of dark on dark. You have to know what to look for. And so it was with the ghost. You had to know what to look for. Sometimes it’s not the light that you have to find, but the dark within the dark.

That night, we were making love. Something caught me, twisted an awareness into the space between my shoulder blades. I felt like someone was in the dark room watching us. I stopped in the middle of what I was doing.

“What is it, hon?” said Jasmine. “Is something...?” She shifted her hand from my shoulder to my cheek. Her fingertips were warm, damp.

“Shhh,” I told her.

I stayed there, not moving, propped up on my arms, arched back. I heard nothing, but I could feel it. I stayed like that for a few moments. The desire had trickled out of me.

“Carl?”

When I didn’t answer, didn’t move, she rolled away from me.

Slowly I lowered myself and turned, seeking something in the dim light.

“Carl, you need to tell me what’s going on,” she said quietly. 

There was nothing there. Of course, there was nothing there. But I had felt it.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “It’s just, I have stuff on my mind.” 

That much, at least, was true. I lay back down, staring up at the darkness, at the ceiling lying shadowed in the gloom. The sensation of a presence hadn’t left me.

Jasmine reached over to stroke my face. “It’s all right, hon,” she said. “It’s all right.”

The next morning, neither of us spoke of it as we got ourselves ready for the workday but the memory of that feeling lingered. I knew there was something there in the house with us. I thought about that. It wasn’t something. It was someone. And she had a habit of watching us in the night. That thought didn’t make me feel comfortable. It was creepy, but more than that, it was creepy.

In the few days that followed, I felt her more than once. I wasn’t sure whether it was just my imagination, that I was conjuring the feeling now that I was aware of her presence. I didn’t see her, but I knew she was there. There was no growing chill, breath fogging in the air, none of that. I just felt her there. It was like that feeling on a bus when you sense someone watching you from behind, nothing you can define, but some awareness. A couple of times I asked Jasmine if she felt it too, but she made it pretty clear that she thought I was imagining it. 

“There’s no such thing as ghosts,” she said. “Just get a grip, Carl.”

Fine, if that was the way she wanted it, I would keep it to myself. And that was the start of it. I wanted to find something solid that would help me prove to her that I wasn’t going out of my head, something that would constitute evidence in her mind. Though the house wasn’t that old, there had to be a history. It wasn’t something we had thought about when first signing up to take it on, but then you don’t do you? There had to be something there, something that explained the presence. And there was a presence. I knew. I started online, but that didn’t lead anywhere. Property searches and the like only tell you so much. A couple of times, Jasmine asked what I was doing, but I made something up and left it at that. After a while, I gave up and decided I’d seek other avenues. I thought I might have two different ways left to find something out. The first was the local library, old copies of the local newspaper. The other was the guy who’d rented us the house in the first place. I gave him a call. He turned out to be a dead end. There was some holding company. He didn’t know anything about the history of the place, only that it was about forty years old. That left the library.

Over the next couple of days, I saw her once. I’d woken with a thirst in the still dark of night and stumbled out to the kitchen to suck down some water. I didn’t switch on any of the lights, not wanting to disturb Jasmine, though her breathing was heavy and even, deeply asleep. The problem was that the floorboards creaked and adding light to the equation made it all the more likely that I’d wake her. I was standing in the kitchen, drinking from the water bottle, bathed in the glow of the refrigerator door. I couldn’t see much, but I felt something there, standing in the doorway, watching. At least that’s what it felt like. I couldn’t see anything when I turned to look. Merely dark on dark. Carefully, I replaced the water bottle in the fridge and closed the door, waiting for my eyes to adjust, cold inside me, and not just from the water. There was something there, certainly; I knew it. I just stood there, my heart pounding. And then, I could make it out. She wasn’t in the doorway, she was in the middle of the living room, watching me through the kitchen door. Again, some sort of pale shift, dark hair around her face, shadowed but pale, almost insubstantial. There was something familiar about her. I closed my eyes, then willed them open again, but she was gone. I walked softly back into the bedroom, climbed under the covers. I couldn’t have been imagining it. It was a long time before I found sleep again, and when I finally did, it was light and troubled.

In the morning, I debated whether to discuss what I’d seen with Jasmine, but decided I’d keep it to myself for now. I already knew how she’d react. I went out for a run, and all the way as I pounded along the street, my breath making fog trails in the chill morning air, images of what I’d seen kept flashing into my head. I had to find a solution to this. I had to find out who she was and what she was doing there. I came back home, showered, dressed and then, as I sat sipping my coffee, I knew that I didn’t have a choice. Jasmine bustled into the kitchen in her morning whirlwind, made a cup of tea for herself and started preparing her breakfast. She obviously caught me staring into the middle distance because she asked me what was wrong.

“Nothing. No nothing. Just thinking about work.”

It seemed to satisfy her. “Speaking of which, don’t you need to get moving?”

I glanced up at the wall clock. She was right.

All day I had difficulty concentrating. I couldn’t wait for the clock to tick over to home time, and when it finally did, I hurried out, heading for the library. It was still open for a couple of hours yet, and I felt thankful that we were lucky enough that our town still boasted one. After asking at the desk, I headed for the section holding the local papers, maneuvered one of the heft red-bound folders to a desk and started reading. I read till my head hurt and my concentration started drifting, until my eyes were simply skimming across the pages not really absorbing anything. There was nothing there. I glanced over at the shelves and looked at the stacked folders, a sinking feeling growing. It was already closing time, and I’d achieved little more than giving myself a headache. It was a fool’s errand. Despondently, I made my way home. Jasmine asked me where I’d been, but I shrugged her questions off, muttering something about drinks after work. She’d made something for dinner, but I merely picked at it and then spent the rest of the evening staring blankly at a screen full of flickering images, my arms folded across my chest. I heard her cleaning up in the kitchen and then finally after she emerged, watched her as she crossed to the couch and sat.

“What are you watching?”

I shrugged in response.

“Fine, if you’re going to be in one of those moods, I’ll pick something I want to watch,” she said.

I ignored the comment and she reached for the control, some home improvement show. After a while, I stood and went out to the veranda, to watch a clouded sky as the dark strands whipped across the hinted pale disk of the moon. She hadn’t even acknowledged my departure. I stood thinking about that, about the other things that accumulated through our day-to-day life, thing that annoyed me, things that she didn’t care about. Each one sat there as a tiny knot of resentment. Had it always been like that? There seemed to be so many. Eventually I sighed and wandered back inside. Jasmine had already gone to bed.

I had no visitors that night, real or imagined, nor for the following few days. The atmosphere between us was cool. By the time the next weekend came, we were barely talking. I decided I had to do something about it. Clearly, we couldn’t go on like that. There was an answer there somewhere and it lay within that house. First thing in the morning, not even bothering with breakfast, foregoing the morning run, I was down and under the house. I’d found a torch out in the back room and lay peering into the gloom, dust and spiderwebs and old plastic pipes. The smell of old mouldy earth and dust was all around me. There wasn’t really enough space under there to move without sliding along on my belly. It didn’t take long for me to realise that there was no way anyone could be effectively buried under there. Not unless the deed had been done even before the house was built. I had to try another angle. I wormed my way back to the entry and stood, slapping at the dirt. Maybe there was something in the attic, but if that were the case, surely, we would have smelled it. Somebody would have noticed it. Nonetheless, I made my way inside, pulled down the ladder and ventured up into the gloom. There was nothing there, insulation, a water tank, wooden joists, little shafts of light filtering through the overlaps in the roof tiles. I scanned the space, looking for something, anything, but I knew I’d find nothing there. With a sigh, I carefully took the rickety steps, one by one and back down into the hallway. Jasmine was waiting for me.

“What are you doing, Carl?” She still had on the pale shift she wore to bed, her dark hair tousled with sleep, a frown upon her face. She rubbed at one eye.

“Just seeing if there’s anything up there.” I folded the ladder back up and pulled the trapdoor shut.

“What have you been doing? You’re filthy. Have you lost your mind?”

I stared back at her, narrowing my eyes. 

“Oh, I can’t be bothered,” she said, shaking her head and pushing past me towards the kitchen one hand held up, warding off anything I might have to say.

“Fine. I’m going to have a shower,” I called back over my shoulder. There was some muttered response from the kitchen, but that was it.

As I stood letting the steaming water beat down upon my shoulders, I had another idea. Perhaps there was something hidden in the walls. It was clear, I’d need to wait until Jasmine wasn’t there before I tested out my theory. If a started in straight away, she’d be convinced I’d lost it. I killed the water and stepped out of the shower. I grabbed a towel, and then reached for another to wipe the mirror. I stopped with my hand halfway to the towel rail. There on the mirror, clearly written in the fog, beads of moisture trailing from the letters was a single word: WHY. The bathroom door was closed, I hadn’t heard anyone enter while I was in the shower. I stared at it for a couple of seconds, then took a deep breath. Still wrapped in my towel, I stormed out of the bathroom, heading for the kitchen. Jasmine was curled up in one of the armchairs with a book in her hand, a steaming mug of tea resting on the small table beside it. I stopped in the doorway.

“What the hell are you playing at?” I asked her.

She looked up from her book with a frown. “What are you going on about now?”

“The bathroom. If you want to make a point, you can tell me to my face. You don’t need to go sneaking around leaving little messages.”

She stared at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The mirror.”

Jasmine had put down her book. “Listen, Carl. I have no idea what you’re talking about and quite frankly, I’m starting to get a little concerned.”

I knew then that it wasn’t her. She was being deadly serious. It seemed that our visitor was back unless I’d imagined it. I headed straight back to the bathroom without saying another word.

“Carl?” she called from behind me as I left the room, followed immediately by a deep sigh.

When I got there, the only thing on the mirror were trails of water. The steam fog had gone completely. I peered at the surface and then looked sideways at the mirror, leaning in close. There was nothing there, no sign, no residual marks, just glass beaded with moisture. I closed my eyes, my hands resting on the sink and too a few deep breaths. Perhaps I’d imagined it after all. Was she right? Was I losing it? I slowly opened my eyes and looked at myself in the mirror, seeking...I didn’t know what. I dressed slowly, shooting an occasional glance back at the glass, but there were no clues there. Why? That had been the word. It was a good question. I dumped my dirty clothes from earlier in the washing basket and padded through to the bedroom to dress.

As I wandered through to the kitchen to make coffee, Jasmine was still in the chair. She looked up from her book and watched me, saying nothing. The chill was almost palpable. I shrugged it off, grabbed my coffee and headed outside to sit out on the old wooden bench and watch the day emerging. A little later, I heard the front door close.

“I thought I’d find you out here. I’m going shopping. You can come or not, as you please.”

She stood at the corner of the house, one hand on her hip, head slightly tilted to one side, clearly predicting my answer.

“I’ll stay,” I told her.

She gave a brief toss of her head, a thin-lipped nod and then she was gone.

I waited a few minutes, finishing my coffee, making sure she truly wasn’t coming back. I headed to the front of the house, checked up and down the street, but she was nowhere in sight. I had my opportunity. It would be at least an hour or more before she returned. I headed inside and started checking the walls. There was something there, I knew there was. There had to be. I started tapping in the front hallway, moving from as far as I could reach and moving down to the level of my feet. As far as I could tell, there was nothing there. Taking a step to the right, I repeated the process. I continued till I reached the end of the hall, then worked my way up the other side. Nothing.

Step by step, I worked my way through the rest of the house, the bedrooms, the living room, the kitchen, the small back room, even the tiny storage room crowded by the water heater. In the end, I hadn’t found anything. Jasmine finally returned, packed away the shopping, started cleaning up. I sat in one of the armchairs, slumped, arms hanging loosely over the sides simply watching her, despondent. She gave me a few hard looks in passing but said nothing.

That night, she was back. I woke in the darkness, Jasmine, her back turned to me, breath deep and even. I was being watched. I knew it. I tried to pierce the blackness, give something form, and then there she was, flickering into being, a vague lighter shape against the charcoal background. A car went past, headlights fanning illumination across the curtains. For that instant, she was clearer. She wore a pale shift like Jasmine’s sleepwear. Her dark hair hung around a pale face, the features indistinct. She almost looked like.... Her image shimmered, but I could tell, she was mouthing something, a single word. She lifted her arm, pointing, accusing. 

“What do you want?” I whispered, though the words would barely come. My insides were filled with a cold, cold emptiness. 

Without looking, I reached back with one hand and shook Jasmine’s shoulder.

“Wake up,” I hissed and shook her again. “Now you can believe me.”

“Carl, what...” she mumbled, turning, and sitting up.

I risked a look at her. “See,” I whispered.

“What?”

I turned back, but there was nothing there. Nothing.

“But...” My heart was still pounding, my insides like winter.

“Jesus, Carl,” said Jasmine. “You really need some help.” 

I stared into the darkness where she’d stood. There really was nothing.

“She was here,” I said. “She was saying something. Trying to...I don’t know.”

“Listen, if you aren’t going to sleep at least let me.” She turned, dropped back down with her back towards me and wrenched the covers over her shoulders.

By the time Monday came, we were barely talking. I made excuses about not feeling well, that I wasn’t going in to work. I had a plan. I was going to prove her wrong, show her that there was something here, hidden within this house. I knew that it was the only way I was going to make things right. I waited till about an hour after she had gone and the I started. I went out to the shed out back and rummaged through the tools and things till I found the big club hammer that was stored out there. I started on the kitchen walls first.

When she finally came back, I had made it as far as the spare bedroom.

“Carl!” she shouted. “What the hell?”

She grabbed my arm. I couldn’t allow her to stop me. I had to find the answer.

“Carl, stop it!”

I swung, trying to loosen her grip. There was a feeling of rage inside me, of desperation. The big hammer swung with me, cracked the side of her head. She gave a little sound and then dropped, her eyes wide. The hammer slipped from my fingers and clattered to the floor. She was still, not breathing. A thin trickle of blood ran from one nostril, but apart from that, it looked as if nothing had happened at all. I stared down at her for a moment, the cold growing inside me, numb, and then I dropped to my knees beside her, cupped her face in my hands.

I was like that when they came. Finally, of course, I called them. There was nothing I could do.

Sitting here, in this bare cell, I worked out the answer. It was more than a simple trick of the light. It was much more than my brain filling the gaps in my perception. It was the dark within the darkness. It had been there inside me all the time. Jasmine had simply walked into its shadow and for those moments, briefly, she had stepped outside. I still see her, but it’s different. Her image stays inside me and illuminates the dark. Every day it makes me remember. Light’s like that. It really does play tricks.
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The man with the dog collar came the other night, standing sweating at the door, thin black hair plastered across his head. Me Mam has dog collars, but he brought his own. He always does. It was too late to go out, not that me Mam would've minded, but the streets aren't safe when it's dark near our place. So I had to watch.

Me Da wasn't home. He never is. Or when he is, they fight, the stink of the booze hanging heavy in our two-roomed house.

He stayed for maybe an hour, the man with the dog collar. I watched as he sweated and strained, me Mam's spiked heel pressed hard against his back, the black leather around his neck cinched tight, stained blacker where the sweat runnelled down from the back of his greasy head. Me Mam caught me looking once or twice and waved my looks away. So I watched the wall instead, pretending to read the old newsprint behind the places where the wallpaper peeled.

I asked her once why she did it, but she called me a brat and a stupid little bitch and told me to shut up.

"How else we going to live?" she said.

Me Mam is beautiful, tall, and blonde. I love the way the cigarette light sparkles in the blue eyeshadow she wears thick above her eyes. Her eyebrows are high, arched, and black.

I saw her burn the man with the dog collar once with her cigarette. Other times she just walks him, around and around the room.

When the man was gone, I stood pretending to look at myself in the mirror above the old, cracked sink, but watching me Mam while she sat there, smoking a cigarette, and sliding her palm across the black leather at her thighs. She'd shoved the money in the jam jar above the bed, just like always. The bed creaked as she moved.

I looked at her pretty blonde hair and the red upon her lips, wishing I looked the same, that I was beautiful like her.

The man with the dog collar had been her last visitor for the night. I watched her change, grab some money from the jam jar and head for the door.

"Is Da coming home tonight?" I asked her.

"How should I know?" she said and dragged hard at her cigarette. "You go to sleep, Mary. I'm going out."

I sat there in the man smell, listening as her heels clicked away up the road, echoing from the dirty bare brick on either side.

Somewhere up the street, glass broke, and voices yelled at each other, a man, and a woman.

Me, I was eleven years old, and I loved me Mam. I remembered what she'd said and took out my book to write it down. 

"How else we going to live?" she'd said.

School was okay then. Me and my best friend Norma did everything together. She was a bit older than me, but she did most things I told her. Norma wasn't as smart as me, and she didn't have a Da. Sometimes we used to play in the old street near the school they called Rat Catcher's Lane. There were old empty houses down there where slowly, they were pulling down the buildings, making big piles of brick and wood and glass. Nobody lived in them anymore and all us kids would play there, throwing stones at the glass to hear it crash and tinkle or digging in the rubble and seeing what we could find. There wasn't anything much else to do.

Some days I was hungry. Me Mam forgot to give me money, or sometimes there just wasn't any. When me Da came home, he'd reach into the jam jar and take what was there. He'd come home much later, stinking of booze, the hard light of anger in his eyes. Me Mam would yell at him then, screaming about how he'd taken her hard-earned money and how was she going to live now?

He'd slam her against the wall, big hand around her throat and leaning close. Maybe he'd slap her once or twice, but I always remembered what he said.

"You want to live? Is that it?" he'd say and squeeze her throat.

Then me Mam would cry, and say she was sorry, the lipstick smeared across her cheek. She'd rock back and forth in the old leather chair waiting until me Da was asleep, snoring on the bed. Then she'd fix her face. If she caught me looking, she'd glare and look away.

I learned pretty quickly how to get my way. I'd turn in the schoolyard and fix the other kids with my gaze, letting my bright blue eyes pierce them, sticking them against the wall like flies. Stick them to the wall and watch their fear. Sometimes they tried to get away, but I had Norma there to help me. She'd hold their arms up hard behind their backs as I stared into their faces. Nobody had money, but there were other things. Sometimes, just for fun, I'd squeeze their necks, hold them tight, but not too tight.

One day I burned Sally Cuthbert with a cigarette, right there on her cheek. I got into trouble for that. Miss Thompson took me to one side and asked me.

"Did you do that to Sally Cuthbert's cheek?" she said.

"Yes, Miss Thompson," I said.

"Aren't you sorry for doing such a horrible thing to Sally?" she asked.

"Yes, Miss Thompson."

She made me stand all alone in the schoolyard in the cold hard wind.

Later she came to get me. "I hope you've learned your lesson."

"Yes, Miss," I said. But I wasn't really sorry. It was easy just to tell her I was. After that, nothing more was said, and so I learned.

It was good to feel so strong. It made me feel alive. I heard someone say that once, that something made them feel alive.

A few days later, I was with Norma down in Rat Catcher's Lane. A group of boys were throwing stones at the last remaining dusty splinters of glass in an old wooden window frame, seeing who'd be the first to knock them free. A little way back stood Bill Marston, watching, sucking at his ragged sleeve. 
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