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    To old dreams

  

  
    If only the wind would turn before I go home, said the woman rowing against the wind.


    — Icelandic proverb
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    Red and yellow and pink and green, purple and orange and blue.


    The lyrics of the ‘Rainbow Song’ ran through Elena Hayes’ mind as she stared at the colourful picture her daughter had drawn. It was a drawing of an orange house with a triangle roof. A circular yellow sun with stick rays shined above. Below, the green grass grew, each blade shown as a repeat of the letter ‘w’. At the centre of the house stood a stick figure girl surrounded by a fiery orange and red swirl. Where the girl should have had eyes, two holes were ripped through the paper.


    Red and yellow and pink and green, purple and orange and blue.


    Red and yellow and pink and…


    “Mrs Hayes?”


    The head teacher at St. Margaret’s, Mr Foster, was a fat man with red cheeks and a grey beard. He reminded Elena of a buttoned-down Father Christmas. Most of the time he was jovial, but that morning his demeanour was cold and serious.


    “Are you feeling okay, Mrs Hayes?”


    Red and yellow and pink and green, purple and orange and blue.


    Elena tried not to let the shock come through in her voice. The picture was disturbing, unlike anything Millie had drawn before.


    “I’m fine.”


    “Good good. I’m sorry we couldn’t address this issue over the phone, Mrs Hayes. I do tend to think it best if delicate matters are discussed face to face. I hope you understand.”


    “Millie is all right, isn’t she? Where is she?”


    “She’s fine. Back in class now. She was a little shaken, but nothing that concerns us immediately. If you do have any ongoing issues, we have a trained therapist we refer to parents and caregivers.”


    “Delicate matters? What matters exactly, Mr Foster? All I’m seeing is a picture. Has something else happened you’re not telling me about?”


    Mr Foster cleared his throat. “Grief is hard on a child, especially a sensitive child. Their reactions can often be, shall we say, heightened?”


    “Grief?”


    “The death of a friend is traumatic. I’m informed Millicent and Chloe were close, yes?”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Your daughter was close to the girl who died, Chloe?”


    Coldness spread over Elena’s arms. She stared at the picture, focusing on the little stick girl with eyes torn out of the paper. Chloe? Could it be Chloe in the orange and red crayon fire?


    “Chloe Cavendish?” she asked.


    “Yes. You didn’t know?” Mr Foster said, his voice rising with confusion.


    “It’s the first I’ve heard of it. My God, Chloe died? Is that what upset Millie? Is that why she drew this?” Elena held the drawing in front of her, concentrating on the stick figure girl again. What pain must Millie have been going through to draw such a scene? she thought.


    “Well, yes, of course that’s the reason, but…” Confusion wrinkled up Mr Foster’s soft features.


    “But what?”


    “Mrs Hayes, are you sure you didn’t know about Chloe’s passing? You didn’t happen to hear the news earlier this morning and talk about it with Millicent, perhaps?”


    Millie, Elena thought. Only her father calls her Millicent. At least he would if he was around enough lately to call her anything at all.


    “Of course not.”


    “The thing is, Mrs Hayes, well…” He leaned over and nodded as if to ask for the drawing.


    Elena handed the paper back without hesitation. She didn’t want the thing anywhere near her, or to admit that her bright little girl was the artist of such a disturbed image.


    Mr Foster held the drawing by the sides and nodded. “You’ll notice that your daughter drew a little girl in the picture, Mrs Hayes,” he said, and pointed to the stick figure in amongst all the chaotic lines on the paper.


    “It’s Chloe, isn’t it?”


    “As far as we could make out from your daughter once she’d calmed down. And this, these colours, red and orange, would you say they represent fire? You are an illustrator by profession, that’s correct, isn’t it?”


    “I am. It looks like fire, yes.”


    He nodded at the picture. “We thought as much, although Millicent wouldn’t tell us directly. The thing is Mrs Hayes, your daughter drew Chloe in a fire, and that was how the poor girl passed away late last night. In a house fire, just as Millicent drew it here on the paper.”


    “I’m not seeing a problem here. My daughter was upset. She drew what was upsetting her. Is that such a terrible thing?”


    “It’s not a problem as such. We’re concerned a little over how Millicent discovered the news of her friend’s passing. Is there anybody at home who might have informed your daughter of the incident before she arrived at school?”


    “Of course not. I drive Millie here every morning and my husband, Charles, leaves for work before we’re even awake. It was probably one of the other children who told her, don’t you think?”


    “Yes, yes,” Mr Foster said. “That’s the conclusion I’ve drawn myself. What concerns me is Millicent insists she saw this terrible event happen to Chloe.”


    “She said she saw it happen?”


    “I’m afraid so.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “I was informed as such by Miss Wells, her form teacher. When I talked to Millicent she repeated the claim, I’m afraid.”


    Millie. It’s Millie, not Millicent.


    “That’s not possible, Mr Foster. It's not possible at all.”


    “Of course. I believe your daughter is in shock. As you said, the drawing is her way of dealing with the loss of her friend. As it stands now, it is only a minor concern, something we’d be remiss not to mention to you, Mrs Hayes. If it persists, then it may become a problem in the future.”


    “If it persists? Seems to me this is a one-off reaction to a friend dying, nothing more. Do you have a reason to think it will go any further?”


    “No, not at this stage. We’re not clairvoyant here at St Margaret's, but her behaviour could indicate some problems ahead if left unchecked.”


    “Thank you for your concern, Mr Foster, but I’m sure Millie will be fine.”


    “Of course, of course. Best to err on the side of caution, especially when it comes to the development of a child’s mind, I do believe.”


    As do I, Elena thought. That’s why I wanted to send my daughter to a non-denominational school instead of this private Catholic worry factory. But Charles insisted this school fed into all the better schools later on, and Charles must have his way.


    Anger bubbled up in her at how she’d let Charles win yet again.


    “I do too, Mr Foster. I’ll speak to my daughter and if there's any trouble I’ll deal with it.” Elena stood and adjusted her blouse. “I’d like to take Millie home now.”


    “Good good.” He stood, adjusting the wrinkles in his waistcoat, and offered Elena a hand. “Thank you for meeting with me at such short notice, Mrs Hayes. I’ll call ahead and have Millicent brought to reception.”


    “It’s Millie,” Elena said.


    Mr Foster slowly lowered his hand to his side.


    “I’m sorry?”


    “My daughter, we… I call her Millie, not Millicent.”


    “Oh, I do apologise,” Mr Foster said, a big generous smile returning to his face. “Would you like me to make a note for her name to be changed on the register?”


    What am I doing? Elena thought. They’ve called her Millicent at school for the last year. I'm going to make them change it now just because I'm angry with Charles over a decision I let him make six years ago? I can't punish Millie for my mistakes.


    “No, it’s fine. I’m a little rattled, that’s all. No need to change it.”


    “Good, good. Would you like to take this with you, or should we keep it here for the time being?” Mr Foster tapped at Millie’s drawing on the desk.


    She didn’t want the thing anywhere near her, but she knew she'd need it when she talked to Millie about Chloe. “Best if I have it,” she said.


    “Good, good.”


    Elena fixed on the drawing as she waited for Millie at reception. The chaos of swirls and angry colours around the little girl were disturbing, but the eyes were worse. Red and yellow and pink and green, purple and orange and blue. Those two holes punched into the paper by an angry hand were not the work of her daughter. They were the work of a child she hadn’t met and never wanted to meet.
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    From the kitchen door, Elena watched her daughter. Millie sat at the patio table, hunched in concentration over a drawing. The last of the afternoon sun trapped her in an oblong of light that reminded Elena of the Edward Hopper painting ‘A Woman in the Sun’.


    Six weeks had passed since Millie had drawn her friend in the fire. Despite a few tears and one sleepless night it was as if the event had never taken place. Elena wasn’t sure if it was a blessing or not, but Millie was doing okay and that was all that mattered. No need for any of Mr Foster’s therapists, it seemed.


    Elena walked out through the reaching shadows into what was left of the sunlight. “Treats time,” she said, placing a tray with chocolate biscuits and glasses of strawberry milkshake on the table.


    “Not done yet. Just a little bit longer, mummy.”


    “Okay, Millie Moo. Must be a really important drawing if you’re turning down treats.”


    “It is. Really important.”


    “Yes?”


    “Oh yes, mummy, very important. It’s daddy. It’s for daddy.”


    Elena sat and peeked at the paper. There were a few splashes of blue and red, but nothing she could make out.


    “You’re drawing daddy?” she said, unable to keep the surprise out of her voice.


    It’s a miracle she even remembers what he looks like, Elena thought. He’s gone before she wakes in the morning. Most nights he returns after she’s in bed.


    “Yes, nearly finished. Just another minute, I promise,” Millie said.


    “Don’t concentrate too hard, Millie Moo. You’ll hurt your eyes.”


    “I won’t, I promise.”


    Elena sipped at a milkshake and leaned back in the chair. The sun stretched her lips into a smile. The city was a whispered rumour beyond the birdsong and the scratch-scratch of Millie's pencil. Everything was right with the world.


    The Edward Hopper painting returned to Elena’s mind. A woman naked and alone in a green bedroom with an unlit cigarette in her hand. An oblong of yellow light from the window trapping her in its glow. She was lost, joyless.


    There’d been a time when Elena felt an affinity for the woman. Despite the large house and the opportunities London offered, she’d found herself feeling trapped, doubtful questions in her mind. Do I love Charles? How can I love a man who I see so infrequently? How can I love a man who keeps so much hidden about himself?


    Those thoughts had thankfully died down when Millie arrived.


    “Done!” Millie shouted, holding up her drawing.


    Elena leaned forward, adjusting her sight away from the sun and onto the paper. A blue pencilled skyscraper dominated the centre of the page, its floors exposed in cross-section. Each floor was furnished with scratchy oversized drawings of desks and chairs. A clock on the wall showed the time was midday or midnight. It was an office, Charles’ office from the colour of it, Elena thought. But there was something off in the picture. Where there should have been stick figure workers behind their desks, instead they lay on the ground, sleeping.


    Sleeping people in an office? Elena thought. Why would Millie draw the people in the building asleep?


    Elena looked closer. The stick figure sleepers had Xs instead of dot eyes, but there were no Zs floating out above their heads to indicate sleep.


    Were they dead? Why would Millie draw all the people in Charles' office as dead?


    Elena counted them, floor by floor. Thirteen dead or sleeping people before she reached the top of the blue pencilled skyscraper.


    Her sun-warmed smile faded.


    There were two inhabitants on the top floor. A dead sleeper on the ground, his eyes closed with Xs, and next to him a stick figure man with an angry black smudge for a head. He held a stick figure gun in his hand, bullets like Morse code dashes shooting from its tip into the man on the floor.


    Elena held a breath.


    Charles? Was that Charles on the floor? He worked at the top of the office building, but would Millie remember that from her one and only visit the year earlier? Elena thought.


    “Millie?” Elena said, trying not to let fear creep into her voice.


    No good. Millie sensed the fear immediately.


    “Are you okay, mummy?” she said.


    “I’m fine. I just want to know why you drew this picture.”


    Millie stared at the drawing
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