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Some people cope differently during a pandemic. For others it is business as usual. Take Mrs Beckett just down the street. She lived a hermit like existence anyway. My mother suggested that I check up on her. I was given no reason as to why. I don’t think that my mother likes me very much for Mrs Beckett lives in an old house that ghosts would have thought was frightening. My mother was hardly what you would call a caring individual. She fitted the word careless very well. Not only was she clumsy but I don’t think it was impossible for her to care less. I looked at my mother and thought about the house and how we used to cross several suburbs to avoid going past it. I looked at my mother again seeing if she was kidding; hoping that she was just messing with my mind. My mother never joked though and she was way scarier than any haunted house. We had few neighbours as most had moved interstate or overseas. Fear of my mother can do that to people.

So, I stood outside that haunted house and was about to call out "Mrs Beckett" when I heard those exact same words spoken in a strained voice. I wondered whether my vocal cords had got those words out in preparation for my scream that was bound to follow. However, the words came from inside the gate and behind a bush. "Mrs Beckett, Mrs Beckett," I heard.

A boiling sense of fear rose in my throat smothering any thought of screaming. The voice was that of a woman with a lisp or perhaps drunk. If I was inside that fence, I would certainly be prone to have a drinking problem, even if only to calm my nerves. Mrs Beckett was talking to herself in the third person or perhaps was talking to her cat which might have had the same name. Although that would have been confusing especially when it came to the food bowl and who had first dibs at the cat litter tray. I saw two beady little eyes peering through the bushes and was none the wiser. A further two eyes just a little higher and a little further back had me wondering if her cat had been swallowed by a spider in a perverse reverse of the poem there was an old lady who swallowed a fly. I certainly didn't think that a fly big enough to swallow this spider could land here without a much longer runway than the street. It turned out however that the first two eyes were actually the openings of the barrels of a shotgun that caught the glint of sunshine that managed to permeate the mist that enshrouded the house. Mrs Beckett had named her old blunderbuss after herself and was pointing ‘Mrs Beckett’ at me. She rose up from where she had hidden with her ancient weapon and glared at me. I now knew why my mother had stripped supermarket shelves of toilet paper at the beginning of the pandemic. I wished I had a number of rolls with me now. Sadly, we had had to throw them out because we figured that after two years, the use by date had passed. Mum's cooking was really bad but even then, we had so many rolls, they would have gone to waste. I was glad when she got rid of the toilet paper though at the time, because me and my brothers could get our bedroom back. We were tired of sleeping in the wood shed out the back. Mum valued toilet paper more than her children. Actually, I think she valued everything else more than her children. But right now, my bowels were wider than my constricted throat and toilet paper would have been handy.

I had said goodbye to my eldest sister when I left. At least my lips weren't dry because of that. Rihanna had smothered them with a slobbering kiss. No, we are not that sort of family! My sister is blind. Rihanna is her seeing eye dog who is also blind, which makes for complete chaos as they walk down the street, not the footpath, the street. You see dogs can only see in black and white and for Rihanna it is mostly black except for the white lines down the middle of the road. They have never been hit by traffic but the smash repair businesses nearby have been doing a roaring trade for some reason.

Rihanna had a keen sense of smell and that morning had licked the remnants of my breakfast from my face, before spitting that on to the floor. Rihanna also has a keen sense of taste and my mum's ability to somehow turn bland packaged breakfast cereal into a foul-tasting concoction was known far and wide even among the blind dog community.

"Mrs Beckett," the voice repeated, "We don't often get visitors. Actually, we never get visitors. Have you a couple of words you would like to say to this young man?"

I sincerely hoped that she was talking to herself in the third person because “bang” and “bang” were not the last sounds I wanted to hear. If only she added "My precious" at the end of her question, I would have felt a little more confident that my death was not imminent. I briefly wondered whether it would be marked done as a pandemic related death because surely that would be the reason that the beeping machine in the back of the ambulance made a long flat note. Without the pandemic I would not be standing outside this old dilapidated house in a pool of my own creation that was beginning to smell quite vile. My eyes blinked as they took in the sight before me. The mist had cleared a little and I could now make out the scrawny face looking down the sights. I could understand now why she said ‘Mishush’ rather than ‘Mrs’. Her teeth were much wiser than me as they must have packed up and left years ago. Her gums did little to prevent the drool that trickled out when she spoke. Was she salivating? Maybe she had discovered where her next meal was coming from. My heart rate soared at the thought. She'd have to put me in a blender as her toothless mouth would have difficulty chewing.

I wondered whether I was the first person to see Mrs Beckett in a long long time, but that was quickly countered when she waved the shotgun at me. Perhaps she would be the last person I would see in a long long time.... Like forever. No-one that I knew of called at her house. There were no mail deliveries and not even any food trucks stopped to deliver groceries. Maybe she was a vegetarian and grew her own produce. Or maybe she just ate nosey boys who should have known better than coming near. Her garden looked like it supported just weeds and the odd bit of rusty junk. If she grew anything that she could eat, I wished it was hemlock or foxgloves. Given the creased skin where wrinkles looked like crevasses, and the evil look behind her round gold rimmed glasses, I figured that there wasn't enough poison on the planet to give her even a mild stomach ache.

"Come here, boy," her cracked lips almost spat the words out. 

Let me ask you, if someone is pointing a cocked double-barrelled shotgun at you from about two metres away, should you hesitate. I'd upset her by even coming close to her fence and survived. I was not about to chance my luck again. Coward was not my middle name but I'd happily change it to that if it helped. My brain was telling me to run, but my body had already assessed the likely impact of shotgun pellets on it and was instructing my feet to move slowly forward. It even tried to force a smile on my lips but it must have appeared more like a leer as the words of Mrs Beckett assailed my ears, “What you looking like a stupid idiot for? You know what happens when the wind changes.”

I was more likely to pass wind than feel the breeze that might blow me away from this nightmare scenario. Dorothy and her dog Toto were lucky. What I’d give for a tornado at the moment. I reached the gate and her old wizened hand which resembled more of a claw dragged open this rusty wrought iron affair with huge spikes on it. The creak of the gate seemed to utter the word doom over and over again as it swung on its hinges. I was too young to write a will, but if I wasn’t, I’d leave all my unkind thoughts to my mother.

The closer I got, the more obvious that Mrs Beckett, the lady was small. That may have been just in comparison to her dog that had poked its head through some bushes and then emerged to sit on its haunches next to her. Like its own mistress, there was drool coming from its mouth, but unlike the owner, teeth were present and looked like they had been sharpened to a fine point. I had seen large dogs before and most were pretty harmless. It usually the smaller ones that would bite you on the ankles and then work their way up, hanging on as you ran for your life trying to find a way to stop them from chewing their way up to your private parts. Mrs Beckett’s dog was probably the largest dog I had ever seen. I had read about and seen pictures of mythological dire wolves. This dog would have looked down on them. It didn’t need to snarl to grab attention. It had mine. I wondered about its doggy breath as it was quite potent. Perhaps the remnants of other children it had snacked on were caught between its fangs. Black is supposed to be a colour that makes you look smaller and thinner. It was jet black, so my mind quickly calculated just how big it actually was. It didn’t matter. From the size of its leering mouth, I’d fit down it without touching the sides. I looked at its paws and wondered if it was part Clydesdale horse as its feet splayed over thirty centimetres each. One thing I did notice was that the thick hairy coat hid a lot of muscle definition but I sensed it was there in spades. Had it swallowed a bottle of steroids at some stage? The blackness of it made its teeth stand out as it leered in my direction. It also made its red-rimmed eyes seem to glow. Had it been asleep when I arrived? That would explain the state of its eyes. If I had woken it up, then that would only add to the terrible danger I was now in.

“Down, Beckett!” ordered his mistress who didn’t have a great lexicon of names obviously. The dog was already down, but I was not going to pedantically argue with her. It was just as easy for her to say “Up, Beckett” or worse still, “Kill, Beckett.” I thought briefly to myself that this is where I suddenly awaken from a dream or someone comes riding in and saves me. Mrs Beckett tilted her head sideways causing some saliva to catch on the hairy wart on her chin. Her mouth took on the shape of an evil grin and she beckoned me to come even closer. My bladder decided that as my pants were already soiled, then why should it not join the party. I barely noticed it as I moved forward and when I did, the only thought I remember having was that the police investigators investigating the strange disappearance of a twelve-year-old boy would have at least a trail to follow.
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“Looks kind of young and scrawny to be a life insurance salesman, don’t you think Beckett?” Once again, the words were mashed in a lisp although I could understand as my grandfather refused to invest in false teeth once his had dropped out and been pilfered by the tooth fairy. I didn’t know what life insurance meant really and that it could be bought. If it meant that it was some sort of protective shield that even the biggest dog in the universe and shotgun blast couldn’t get through, I would have given my life savings for it at that moment. I was only twelve and had no job so my life savings didn’t amount to much, but I wouldn’t have told the salesman that. 

My stinginess and lack of complete honesty was a family trait built from circumstance. Those circumstances came from the continued absence of my father. No, he hadn’t walked out on us. It was more like he was escorted out of our lives. As probably the most incompetent thief in the world he was escorted by police officers from the court again. The last time, I realised that life wouldn’t change all that much for us. Each time he had been caught; he had got heftier sentences. It had crossed my mind briefly that he may have deliberately got caught although no-one could be that stupid. By spending time in prison, he didn’t have to spend time with Mum which would have been a harsher sentence and so he wasn’t completely stupid. From the bewildered look on his face though, I realised it wasn’t deliberate. I knew my father well and he didn’t seem to have the mental faculties to come up with the idea to get caught to elude time spent with Mum. What kind of cat burglar works during the day when people are at home? Okay, my father was scared of the dark. What kind of cat burglar doesn’t understand why sirens sound and lights flash as burglar alarms are tripped? Logic and making connections were not his main strength. Despite there being a vacuum between his ears, he did have a heart of gold though and was trying to support his family the best way he knew how. As I said, he didn’t know much.

I was caught in the spell of this woman and her dog. I had tried to outstare the dog because as you know, we humans can do such things to animals. It helps us assert our dominance, although it does piss off animals too. From what I read about lions and tigers, crocodiles and sharks, you don’t get a lot of time for staring competitions and it doesn’t take much to piss them off. That was the same reason I never tried it on my mum. Beckett was made of stronger stuff and probably glass eyes. It never blinked. Not once. I was the one who turned away when its steely glare burned holes through my eyes and self-belief.

Mrs Beckett looked me up and down and commanded that I follow her as she turned her back and headed towards the house. I briefly thought that this might be my opportunity to escape and run to the relative safety of my home. I turned my head towards the open gate just as the sun broke through the mist casting a huge dog-shaped shadow between the gate and me. I looked across at Beckett who seem to have a look on its face as if to say, “Really? Are you really that stupid? Are you really going to make a dash for it?” My father would have, but I was not of his ilk, luckily. I had all the intelligence and imagination that had bypassed him. I often wondered, given the people that I lived with, whether I was adopted. At other times I wish I was adopted.

I followed her as we walked towards the front steps that led up to the veranda. Walked perhaps was not an accurate description. She sort of waddled and I trudged. Her movements were probably caused by her old age and mine by a sense of fatal inevitability. Occasionally I would get a nudge in the middle of my back from a cold nose and then the drool would wash slowly down my legs. I didn’t dare look around. Why poke a bear my father used to say when one of us would say something to defend ourselves against our mother. The same thing applied and this “bear” was a dog bigger than any bear I’d seen on TV.

The house was the typical house that young children would paint. Two sets of windows either side of the door so that it looked like a human face. If you look hard enough at almost anything, it looks like a human face. Although my teacher’s head didn’t. There wasn’t any humanity in him whatsoever. There were shutters on the windows which seemed irrelevant because they weren’t needed because of the veranda. Then again, the way the veranda looked ready to collapse as it was being held up by only the vines attached to it, shutters would be handy to keep out the westerly sun. 

The whole place looked like it needed repairs. Weatherboards were loose, some of the porch decking was missing and it desperately needed a coat of paint. The front door especially needed some paint. It must have been white at some stage with a red primer underneath. The way it had flaked off, I suddenly realised made it look even more like a mouth with sharp pointed teeth top and bottom dripping in blood. The centre part was right back to the dark hardwood it was made from and that appeared like some cavernous throat.

The old lady yelled over her shoulder, “Strip!” I hesitated and wondered whether I had heard her correctly. Obviously, I had because she said again without looking, “Get those clothes off now!” I was horrified. Being naked isn’t any twelve-year old’s desire. It is a frightening time when you are that age. You are so self-conscious. Well, I was anyway. I had never been naked in public except for those horrible baby photos that I had to plead with my mum about when she threatened to show them when I had friends over. I baulked at the command that was being made of me. Kill me now, I thought. The snarl that came from behind me seemed to say, “happy to oblige.” I took some comfort that at least the first bite would have to be through material and I might get spat out and thus make my escape. Maybe that was it. She didn’t want my clothes to clog the blender and she would end up with lumpy human soup.

“It seems that you have had an accident and I don’t want you smelling up my house. I’ll get you some clothes to wear,” she muttered.

Where would she get clothes from, clothes that would fit me? I conjured up images of clothes from other children that were neatly stacked next to that instrument of doom. I opened my mouth wide as my jaw hit the ground. This allowed the butterflies that had been in my stomach creating havoc, to escape. I dutifully dropped my pants and underwear because Beckett had started tearing at my shirt. I wasn’t sure how nimble he was with his teeth and wasn’t going to allow him anywhere below my waist. The next thing I knew was a bucket of cold water was thrown over me. It was so cold that Beckett wouldn’t have seen anything below my waist after it hit. His mistress then brought out a bucket of warm water, some soap, a towel and a washcloth before going back into the house followed by Beckett. There was nothing else I could do. I was stark naked with soiled sodden clothes. I could hardly rush down the street like Archimedes screaming Eureka, because frankly I did reek. I opted to wash myself carefully, one eye on the door. When I was done, I wrapped the towel around me for modesty. I don’t know why, because all had been exposed. A few minutes later, Mrs Beckett returned with a pile of clothes which she put reverently in my hands.

“These were my Jimmy’s. They should fit. He didn’t even get a chance to wear them. The accident happened just after I bought them. A tear trickled out of the corner of one of her eyes and descended down to be trapped in one of those deep wrinkles.
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Mrs Beckett seemed to be a bit embarrassed by her show of emotion. I just thought that she had some conjunctivitis until I saw her face flush with embarrassment just before she looked away and made her way up the steps. Beckett followed her shaking its head as if it didn’t understand humans, which was fine by me because I didn’t understand dogs. They apparently could hear things that we couldn’t hear. Although that stupid little terrier next door couldn’t hear me when I yelled at it to stop yapping at anything that would pass by. It couldn’t hear me yelling either when it grabbed hold of my ankles whenever escaped into our yard. Those yells were a mixture of screams of pain and of swear words that my mother had taught me when she yelled them at me.

I got changed and looked around for something to put my old smelly clothes in. I tipped the now much cooler and significantly dirtier water out of the bucket and, using a stick, lifted my old clothes into the bucket. I had no idea how I was going to explain them to my mother, nor the retro style clothes that I was now wearing. I could of course sneak into the outside laundry and wash the old clothes while mum was camped in front of the TV watching what she called real people, but what I would later find out were soap operas. Perhaps if I’d known that at the time, the laundry would have seemed quite appropriate. Mrs Beckett was right. Now that I was clean and in clean clothes, those old clothes did smell quite rank.

Mrs Beckett, had left Mrs Beckett, the gun, on the veranda so I went up to have a look at it. I wasn’t going to attempt to defend myself with it. I am sure with my light frame; the recoil would have sent me flying metres away. I knew enough not to put the butt against my shoulders. Dislocated shoulders looked gruesome. I’d seen my PE teacher do one in a footy match and laughed so hard, I nearly did one myself. When I saw how badly out of place it was on my teacher, the first aiders had to leave him to attend to the “young boy who had had a heart attack”. I had merely fainted, but the woman next to me had screamed out my dire medical condition. In the end, a defibrillator was not used because luckily someone with more insight than her had found a pulse and brought me back to life with just some smelling salts.

I carefully checked out Mrs Beckett, the gun of course. One does not go checking out old ladies I’d seen that many crime shows that I knew how to make sure the safety was on. I broke the barrels as quietly as I could. This was all new to me, but I had confidence of youth and the benefit of a love of gangster movies. There wasn’t a cartridge in either barrel. From the looks of it, the gun had not had cartridges in it for years. It was all bluff on Mrs Beckett, the old lady’s part. I thought about her dog and thought that I shouldn’t risk finding out it was all bluff too. After all I was wearing clean clothes now and didn’t want to push my luck. I closed the barrels and placed the gun in exactly the same spot it had been left. I doubted she would have dusted it for fingerprints.

It was then I was struck by something. It would be years later that I would find out exactly what it was. Apparently, it was an epiphany. The clothes were old and were, as she said, Jimmy’s. It dawned on me that she didn’t have an eye disease. That was a real tear and she was embarrassed by it. The adults in my life never showed emotion like that. The only one I knew was anger and that was when you needed to make yourself as small as possible or as scarce as possible depending on the ability to make a quick exit. It seemed strange that adults developed a protective coating that masked their emotions. We kids hadn’t as yet. Life was all about us and we let people know exactly how we were feeling all the time. Although the L word was never spoken, as that was too woosy. We would pretend to poke our fingers down our throat or make overacted kissing motions when it was said on TV.

I was, I suppose, as the older brother, the one who dictated how my brothers dealt with emotions. I had been trained well. The bullies at school would just taunt and hurt you more if you displayed any weakness; and crying, feeling pain emotionally or physically was regarded as a weakness. The training of my brothers I hoped stood them in good stead when they went to school. They knew all about the pain from Chinese burns, nipple cripples and squirrel grips from an early age. They were my favourites. My brothers learned to also control themselves if they were being tickled unmercifully. Two other important lessons I was proud of was the ability to burp loudly exactly when you wanted to and how to sneak away after doing a silent but deadly fart. The latter was all about timing and selecting a victim. In a group of your mates the pull my finger loud ones you were able to muster was seen as a sign of superiority, but it was the silent but deadly ones that showed you to be a master or an idiot. If you never had the finger pointed at yourself, especially if they were achieved when bullies were around, near groups of girls or in the classroom near the teacher; you were treated almost as a god.

This epiphany was a big insight for me. Jimmy was obviously someone very special to Mrs Beckett. At first, I seemed to recoil about the idea that I might be wearing a dead person’s clothes, but it was better than going around in the nudey I suppose. Besides she said that Jimmy never wore them so deadness was unlikely to be caught from them. If Jimmy was so special to Mrs Beckett, it was almost an honour to be wearing them. I wondered what made her do that. Adults were so complicated. I had been threatened with a shotgun and soiled myself because of that. My bladder had joined in the fun when she set her dog on me. Yet here I was the recipient of her kindness. It didn’t make sense. I hadn’t even explained why I was outside her gate in the first place.

Obviously, when she had gone back inside, she had taken her old witchy medicine because she came out in the same grumpy mood as when I first saw her. Then she all but fell to the ground as she clutched her heart. That scared me as the name she called out was Jimmy. I had been called all sorts of names, many of them rude, but I was no Jimmy, James Jim, Jimbo, or Gymnasium. I wasn’t even half of a pair of pyjamas. I stared in horror not knowing what to do. I
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