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        A haunting short story of love, loss and life beyond….

      

      

      

      A young guy stood on the blustery porch, black curls dripping into stark blue eyes.

      “You’re Janey, right?”

      Spooked that he knew my name, I took a hesitant step backwards, half closing the door.

      “Don’t be scared,” he pleaded, which made me worse. “I’m David.”

      Was I meant to recognise him? The name didn’t ring any bells. I couldn’t see clearly in the half-light of the storm. But he looked a little familiar. Our new neighbours apparently had a nephew a bit older than me. Maybe I’d seen him around.

      “Can I help you with something?” I prompted, still clutching the door.

      “Maybe I can help you. Will you come with me?”

      “You must be joking! In this weather? I don’t even know you.”

      “I think you do.”

      What was that supposed to mean? Why was I even talking to him? But somehow his nervous smile had me rooted to the spot.

      “It’s very important, Janey. I’d like to show you something. Please trust me.”

      He stepped forward to clasp my hand in both of his. He was cold. Rain dripped on me from the sleeve of his leather jacket. I couldn’t move. But strangely, as soon as he touched me, I wasn’t afraid.
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      I’d never been on a motorbike before. It was a blur how I got there. But I found myself clinging to David, nuzzling the hard muscles of his back. We climbed higher, swooping round muddy bends as we roared through the deluge, into the heart of the storm.

      After a while, I could taste the tang of salt swirling in the lashing rain. I heard waves crashing against the cliff, far below the twisting road. I clung on tighter, sure we’d go over the edge. But even as the sky was slashed by lightning David didn’t attempt to slow down.

      When we skidded to a sudden stop, I gasped in alarm and bit my lip. I peered over his shoulder. But all I could see was a stone ruin, squatting on the edge of the looming dusk. I felt a shiver of unease as he killed the engine. I didn’t know what to expect.

      “What is this place?”

      “You’ll see soon enough.”

      The next thing I knew, he’d led me inside the shack. It was pitch dark. I shuddered, coughing as the stench caught in my throat.

      “It’s just musty,” he soothed. “Nobody’s been here in a while.”

      He took off his helmet and helped me undo mine. He put them on the old table and shook out his hair. Funny we had the same black curls.

      He lit the stump of a candle from the rusty tin on a shelf. The flame hissed in the darkness and the dim glow cast spluttering shadows around us. I saw my jeans were spattered with mud, despite the coat and the knee-length boots I didn’t remember pulling on.

      He shrugged off his leather jacket. The sodden weight of it rocked the rickety table. He steadied the corner and perched there, beckoning me closer. His finger skimmed a raindrop from my cheek and down across my bleeding lip. His touch was light as an icy breath, banishing the taste of blood and the lingering hint of fear.

      He stripped off one of his T-shirts and used it to pat his hair. He tossed it to me and I wiped my wet face, inhaling the barest tang of patchouli oil. The smell lingered in the cold air between us as I balled up the shirt and dropped it beside his jacket.

      I watched him in the flickering, mysterious shadows. There was something sad about him as he sat down on the filthy stone floor. He drew up his knees and spun the box of matches between his fingers. His voice was barely a whisper. I was drawn to kneel beside him, close enough to catch what he was saying.

      “I hear you’re smart?”

      “Smart girls wouldn’t get stranded with a stranger in the middle of nowhere,” I muttered.

      “I’m not a stranger,” he insisted. “And you can’t be stranded if you’re planning on going to uni next year?”

      Why was he quizzing me? I should be the one with the questions after being dragged all the way out here. What did he want with me? I wasn’t even sure he’d be taking me back.

      “I haven’t made up my mind about uni,” I hedged.

      “But you’re itching to get away somewhere? I guess you feel like you don’t belong?”

      It wasn’t a question. But he couldn’t possibly know my parents were always so wrapped up in each other, I often felt in the way.

      “I know that feeling,” David said, almost to himself. “I was always a loner. I guess I should be used to it by now.”

      His odd tone made me wary. I was impatient to find out what was going on. But he looked lost in his memories, as if he’d forgotten I was there. Resigned to waiting it out, I made myself comfortable against the wall.

      After a while, the silence became companionable, almost dreamy in its warmth as we sheltered from the raging storm outside. Maybe I fell asleep because I was jolted by his voice rasping in the murky shadows.

      “I found the girl of my dreams and I loved her more than life. It hurts so much that you don’t know.”

      “Know what, David? What are you talking about?” I was startled by the sudden change of mood.

      Heart pounding, I watched him reach inside the neck of his white T-shirt. A coiled serpent dangled from a chain. As he wrenched it over his head, its blazing red eyes flashed across the gloom.

      “I recognise that,” I gasped, dizzy from the candle smoke as I realised where I’d seen him before. “There’s an old photo album in our sideboard. But it can’t be you. It was taken years ago, before I was born. I don’t understand.”

      But he didn’t attempt to explain. He leaned forward to loop the heavy chain over my head. I shivered as the metal lay cold at the back of my neck. I didn’t want his necklace but I couldn’t bring myself to refuse.

      “I don’t need this anymore,” he said.

      He was already on his feet, dragging his T-shirt and jacket back on.

      “We’re wasting time,” he urged as he blew out the candle and yanked open the door. “It has to be now. When you go away, I might not find you again.”

      Scared to be left alone in the dark, I scurried after him.
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      Moonrise was earlier since the clocks had gone back and twilight was settling over the trees. The wind had died to a whisper but the moon cast an eerie sharpness over the rain-lashed road. I climbed onto the bike behind David and we tore away from the shack.

      I clung to him, dazed and confused as we roared downhill, slewing round bends which sprayed our legs with mud. He ground to a halt when a tumbledown bridge loomed before us. He was staring at the swollen river. Its murky waters boiled right over the timbers.

      I shuddered. “Why have we stopped here?”

      “I want you to know about me and I’ve waited long enough. You’re old enough now to understand.”

      “But I don’t understand! You haven’t told me anything.”

      “We’re running out of time, Janey. I’m sorry.”

      He grabbed my arm and yanked me off the bike. He nudged me forward, his hand in the small of my back.

      “Go on, now. Cross the bridge.”

      “Over there? How can I? It looks too rotten to hold my weight.”

      “Trust me!” he begged, his voice breaking. He bent down to kiss me, a hint of icy breath across my cheek.

      “You’re scaring me.”

      “Please go, Janey. Before it’s too late. They won’t let me come again.”

      Choking back a sob, I made myself step onto the first greasy plank. It groaned but held. I crept on a bit further. I glanced back but could see nothing except a dense grey mist swirling through the trees.

      “David, are you coming?” I begged, afraid to be out there on my own.

      There was no reply. The river gurgled ominously as I took another tentative step. The old wood splintered. My foot lunged through, trapping my leg in the hostile water. Heart thumping, I hauled myself back up, gouging my knee on a razor-sharp nail.

      Chewing my sore lip, I crawled along the rotten timbers, inches from the churning river that threatened to swallow me whole. I scrambled onto the bank as the ancient wood began to creak. Then with an almighty growl, the bridge collapsed and smashed into the river.

      Frantically, I peered through the mists but there was no sign of David. Then I heard the rev of the engine.

      “David, no!”

      “I jumped the river to win the girl,” he yelled from the darkness on the other side. “I loved her and I would’ve cherished you.”

      “Don’t do it!” I begged.

      But he didn’t hear me. With a mighty roar of the engine, he jumped the raging torrent and hurtled towards me. I heard the screech of tearing metal, the dreadful crunch as the bike hit a tree beside me. And then I started screaming…
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      I swiped the tears from my eyes and gazed into the black void of the garden. Nothing to see but autumn-dead shrubs. Nothing to hear but the wail of the storm and the bamboo wind-chimes clattering in alarm.

      “David?” I called, half hope, half scared whisper.

      But there was no answer. No mangled bike smashed against a tree. I was alone on the porch, the door behind me banging in the wind. I was drenched and freezing. My jeans were torn and wet with blood.

      With a shudder, I tried to get up. But my stinging knee couldn’t bear much weight. I gritted my teeth and grabbed the door jamb to haul myself inside. I banged the door behind me, leaning against it for a moment as I fought to get my breath back.

      In the living room, I yanked the old album from the sideboard and sank onto the carpet. I tugged off my coat and the leather boots that weren’t even mine. Then I tore through the plastic-covered pages.

      Clothes and hairstyles from years ago. Party images. Laughing faces. All young and carefree. I found the photo I wanted and ripped it off the page. But before I could look at it properly, the front door slammed. I jumped when my mother rushed in. Her fair hair was dripping. Her face was deathly pale.

      “Are you alright, Janey? I had the strangest feeling… What happened? You’re bleeding.”

      I touched my mouth, wincing as I remembered. “I bit my lip, cut my knee.”

      “How? What’s going on? Are those my boots? There’s mud all over the carpet.”

      My thoughts swirled. There was so much I wanted to ask, I didn’t know where to begin. But she saw the photo and snatched it from my hand.

      “What are you doing with this?”

      “Who’s the guy with you and Pete? How come he’s the same age as you?”

      “What do you mean? We were all friends together at the time.”

      “But who is he?” I pressed, my head spinning.

      Just when I feared she’d stomp from the room, her anger seemed to evaporate. She slumped to her knees beside me, staring at the picture.

      “You’re so like him it hurts.”

      I stared at her
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