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Introduction
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What is it about the paranormal, the ethereal realm that draws us humans to it? I think it is because most of relate with it and are fascinated by what they can’t explain. Who hasn’t had at least one seemingly unexplainable experience that was kind of creepy? Maybe it even sent the chills through you and gave you goosebumps and made your surface hairs stand on end. 

I too am drawn to the paranormal, although there is a ton about it that I can’t begin to explain. I’ve had several experiences in my lifetime which I believe were encounters with the spirits of those who have passed to the other side; a whiff of perfume as you walk through a room, a glass that leaks out its content with no reason, an object that flies across an unoccupied room. I believe that my experiences were indeed visitations from beyond the veil. But then again, I have always loved a good ghost story.

The stories included in this anthology are each very different stories, but each have a paranormal element, and each one is well written. But they have something else in common, too, because each of these stories reaches out to touch the past, but in very different ways. I do think you’ll enjoy all of them. So, with that said, and without any further ado, let’s get started and you can tell me if I’m wrong.
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The Woman In The Water
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The water is high, flooding over the banks of the river’s outlet and into the trail and parking area. It isn’t a big lake. I can look all the way across to the other side. The water looks majestic, spilling down over the edges of the dam. I park up above the dam and walk down to a spot below the falls.

From below it looks much bigger because of the amazing volume of water which rushes down from above. The water’s roar fills my ears, deafening me as it flows over the top and down over each successive level. It overflows the sides of the dam, creating smaller falls in the canyon walls on either side.

I find a large rock to sit on, observing my natural surroundings. Below me, red-winged black birds commence the activities of their mating season. I catch glimpses of red and yellow, flashing through the air as they flit from here to there, the males raising interest from the females with loud, distinctive calls. For a few seconds, a northern flicker lands on a rock in the cliff to my right. Then, offering a view of his salmon-colored underwings, he once again takes flight.

The green of the grassy meadow at the top of the hill is broken with splashes of reds, oranges and yellows, as well as spots of purple and white from the local wildflowers. The same colors are found on the hill, in the grass between the rocks and boulders. A blue heron glides along the river’s course, its long legs stretched straight out behind, its wings gently pushing it along with an appearance of ease and I can feel the stresses of daily life melt away.

I glance down at the washed-out trail below me. From around the corner leading further down the trail, a woman appears. Did I say woman? No, that’s not right. She is more of a goddess, with long black hair flowing down over her shoulders in straight, shiny strands that hang well below her buttocks, gleaming in the sunlight.

She walks so gracefully that glide would be a better word. Her motion is comparable to the effortless flight of the heron above. She is wearing blue jeans, a rose-colored tube top that accents the natural dusty rose hue of her cheeks on her dark olive complexion, and gray hiking boots.

It is puzzling to see her there, strolling up the marshy path which I avoided in order to keep my feet dry. Maybe I’m a sissy, although I’ve never considered myself to be one. Maybe, I’m just not as adventurous in my old age as I used to be. She stops at the river’s edge, looking out over the water, unaware of my presence above.

What she does next, leaves me with my mouth gaping open. She grasps the lower edges of her tube top and pulls it up over her head, draping it over a nearby bush. Still gazing out over the water, only her bare back is visible to me, but that’s enough. I sit there on top of my boulder, gazing down at the half naked beauty that stands below me and do nothing, unable to pull my eyes away from her.

Then, she unlaces and removes her boots, one at a time, setting them under the bush that holds her top, and eases her jeans down over her perfectly curved hips. She takes out, first one leg, and then the other. Then, the jeans are hanging on the bush with the tube top.

Still, I don’t move. It’s as if I am glued there. I make no sound, no attempt to alert her to my presence so she can cover herself. It is as if my voice has suddenly decided to go on vacation without me.

She stands there in all her nude glory before stepping into the river and walking upstream toward the rushing falls of the dam. I find my voice and call out to her, warning of how high the river is, telling her to turn back, but the roaring water from the falls drowns out the sound.

She keeps going, one delicate, elegant step at a time. She doesn’t seem to fret over where to place her feet on the slippery rocks that lay below the water’s surface. As on land, her movements are graceful, flowing, making her appear to glide through the water effortlessly. Her slow, casual strides give the impression that the terrain is familiar. She moves without hesitation, without pausing, straight into the raging falls. I catch glimpses of her through breaks in the water’s cascade as she makes her way toward the center of the dam.

Once she reaches the center, I can no longer see her. Still, I sit frozen to the rock beneath me, gazing after her. I do not see her move toward the other edge to emerge on the opposite bank. She must have stopped in the middle of the dam, letting the water flow over her nakedness from above. I imagine her in my mind, standing there letting the roaring falls immerse her bare skin, its cold chill flooding over her body.

The realization that I am sitting here with a hard on brings me back to the here and now. I feel heat rising in my cheeks as guilt steals over me. Sitting here, watching her as she disrobed felt a little like spying, although at the time, I’d had no qualms about it.

The sun beats down on my skin and I can feel heat from sunburn on my bare legs below the hem of my shorts. Have I been sitting here that long? I look at my watch; three forty-five. Although it seems as if only a few short minutes have passed since the woman appeared on the trail, my timepiece tells me that it has been more than two hours. How long since I last saw her through the curtain of water? She has to come out eventually.

Only, she never does. I sit here on this rocky perch until almost eight o’clock, as dusk falls over the surrounding terrain. She never reappears from beneath the torrents of the waterfall. I finally hike back up the hill to my Jeep as daylight fades from the spring sky.
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I play the scene from that day over and over again in my mind all summer, and into the fall. I never forget the beautiful woman who disappeared into a wall of water right before my eyes. One brisk autumn day, when I can’t stand wondering anymore, I slip on my sweater and head to the lake.

The water is low this time of year, and the path that leads to the base of the dam and parking area are dry. No water flows over the top of the dam now. I park the Cherokee and easily amble up the path, feeling just a hint of chill, even through the scratchy wool of my sweater. The colors of autumn fill the landscape. The oranges and reds of scrub oak blanket the rocky slopes leading to the lake above, and the yellows of aspen quiver in the breeze.

I reach the place that had been the river’s edge that day, examining the bush over which she had draped her clothes. I didn’t expect to find anything there after all this time, but you never know. I walk along the previously flooded riverbank, now easily maneuvered. The dropping temperatures chill the water. Already, a layer of ice is beginning to form on the lake, but just at the water’s edge.

Thinking ahead, I’d worn my old tennis shoes. I knew I couldn’t make it to the center of the dam without getting my feet wet. I carefully place my feet with each step as I wade into the water, its iciness chilling my feet through the heavy canvas of my shoes.

By the time I reach the center, my feet feel like popsicles that haven’t frozen quite solid. I thought that by coming back to this place, I might discover what had happened to that mysterious woman who I saw last spring, but there are no secret passages leading beneath the dam that the water might have hidden. The dam is as solid here as it is all the way across. I can’t fathom where she might have gone.

I notice a tall boulder that rises up from the riverbed, just a little way out from the wall of the dam, almost in the center of the river. It catches my eye because it protrudes from the water and doesn’t look natural. It is shaped eerily like the figure of a woman, with curves just where her hips would be, and two smooth round bumps where breasts belonged. As I look closer, I see the top of it is rounded, the back smooth. I can almost make out facial features, with indentations in all the right places to imitate eyes and protrusions where the lips and nose would be.

I stare at that stone, standing there in the middle of the river and in my mind, I can almost see that goddess-like woman, who I’d watched as she walked through the water to this spot last spring. Then my head clears and it is just a rock again.

I can no longer feel my feet, so I decide to head back. On dry ground once more, I pause to look back at that tall stone rising out of the river. Nah, couldn’t be.
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As June follows the rough path built of railway sleepers towards the back of the house, the strong fragrance from the many lavender bushes overflowing the flower beds, reminds her of Grandmother. Surrounding the purple flowers are long-tongued bumble bees, moving lithely from one flower head to another, foraging the nectar efficiently to take back to their hives. 

Watching them, June recalls reading somewhere that while long-tongued bumble bees favour long tubed flowers like lavender, they are less attractive to short-tongued honey bees who have to stick their whole heads inside the tubes in order to extract the nectar. This results in unnecessary delays to their nectar gathering process so they prefer other types of flowers. 

Bees have an efficient work structure and amazing survival instincts, there is no doubt about that, she thinks and recalls further that worker bees kick the surviving, unmated drones out of the hive at the end of the mating season, dooming them to certain death.

They are programmed for survival with no emotional baggage to consider. Maybe they’re the lucky ones.

Lavender had been Grandmother’s favourite flower. June hates lavender nearly as much as she hates bees. Bees are her nemesis and one sting could be fatal.

Opening the two cans of flying insect spray she carries and pointing the nozzles towards the lavender bushes, she activates the sprays by simultaneously depressing the switches. Walking slowly along the edge of the flowerbeds, she makes sure that every bush is enveloped in a cloud of choking poison. When the cans are both finished, June walks back, noting with pleasure the many dead bees on the ground beneath the bushes. There is a certain grim pleasure in seeing so much death.

June recently became the owner of the cottage and now, at last, she can get rid of the hateful lavender bushes which act like bee magnets. 

Grandmother had willed the cottage to her. She had died a few months ago, at the incredible age of ninety-six years old. June deserves to own the cottage as she looked after her ailing grandmother for years before her death. Towards the end of her life, Grandmother had become like the old man of the sea. 

Her mind likes this analogy. The old man of the sea in the Sinbad tales tricks kind hearted travelers into helping him cross a stream by riding on their shoulders. Once across, the old man will not release his grip and the traveler becomes his slave. The old man makes his victims carry him all over the island, never allowing them to stop and rest. Eventually, the victim dies of this miserable treatment. 

June’s parents had died in a car accident when she was twelve years old and she had come to live with Grandmother in this cottage. Right from the beginning, Grandmother had made her life miserable. June was forced to go to school wearing a skirt that reached her mid-calf. She wasn’t allowed to highlight her hair, shave her legs, grow her nails or attend school social events like the other children her age. In her final year of school, June had been the only student who didn’t own a cell phone. This excluded her from all the WhatsApp groups and made her a total social outcast.

During the afternoons, she had helped Grandmother with the washing, cleaning and cooking and also studied hard enough to maintain a straight “A” aggregate despite the fact that, when the time had come for her to choose subjects for senior high school, Grandmother had selected the ones she didn’t particularly enjoy.

June obtained a scholarship to study law at a well-known university. Boarding would be necessary as, even travelling by car, the university was a few hours away from her hometown. Grandmother did not support June aspirations to become a lawyer. 

“A university education is wasted on a girl,” Grandmother had said. “They get married and have babies and never make a meaningful contribution to the corporate world. That place should be given to a man who will need to support a wife and children one day.” She arranged for June to attend a secretarial collage and learn short-hand, typing, computer skills and business English. A forceful and intimidating personality, Grandmother got her way and, as the college was only a bus ride away, June had continued to live with her Grandmother and see to the running of the house.

On completion of her two-year secretarial course, Grandmother found June a job at the local lawyer’s office. Grandmother was a wealthy woman and she used Mr. Edwards for any legal work she required. Mr. Edward’s was happy to oblige Grandmother and give June a job as a legal secretary. The salary he offered was lower than the market norm for such a position, but Grandmother said she shouldn’t complain.

“He is doing you a favour giving you a job so close to home. Querying the pay is ungrateful. It is not as if you need to pay for your keep,” Grandmother had said.

Working for Mr. Edward’s kept June at home with Grandmother and under her thumb. Resentment grew within June as life passed her by and her youth started to fade. She hadn’t had the gumption to find herself a job in another town or city and leave Grandmother’s house. 

The morning June discovered Grandmother, dead in her bed from a stroke, was the first time in twenty-five years that June was free to do as she pleased.

The first thing she did was remove all traces of Grandmother’s existence from the house and move into the larger bedroom, with a view of the garden. The second thing she did was go shopping. She came home the Saturday after Grandmother’s funeral laden with parcels from upmarket clothing shops. She stuffed all her old clothes into black garbage bags and filled her new, large cupboard with pretty, flowery dresses, full mini-skirts, sheer blouses and pantyhose, as well as a selection of high heeled shoes.

Standing in front of the lavender bushes, June grinds her teeth at the memories.

The lavender has got to go.

In her high heels and short skirt, June leans forward and starts wrenching the lavender out of the ground by its roots. She throws the bushes into a pile on the lawn. She drags more and more bushes out of the reluctant earth. Red welts mark her palms as the lavender bushes resist her vigorous tugs. She doesn’t care. Each bush seems to represent some insult or infringement on her personal time and space by the crazy old bat.

Forty-five minutes later, her fine blouse clinging to her sweaty body and her hair lank and dusty, her vengeance inspired spree of destruction ends. She surveys the damage and a small smile plays across her narrow lips. The lavender bushes lie in untidy heaps ready to be dragged to the bonfire pile.

Tomorrow she will get the gardener to chop the bushes up into pieces and ask him to plant something she likes in their place.

Roses, that’s what I’ll plant. 

June loves roses, with their delicate-coloured petals and beautiful smell. She will plant roses in every colour she can find. Grandmother hated roses.

***
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Everything is ready. June has invited a few friends from the office over for a relaxed Friday dinner. Mr. Edward’s attitude towards her has changed now that she controls Grandmother’s wealth. He gave her a pay increase and tells her he hopes to retain her business going forward. June graciously accepts his generous offer. She has her own office agenda.

Her guests include a single man, Peter Richards, whom she has known for a few years. Her new hairdo and wardrobe have attracted some admiring glances from him and she thinks there might be an opportunity for her to get to know him better. 

June hears the doorbell ring and, with a final pat of her blonde streaked hair, she strides to the front door.

Her guests enjoy the homemade beef stroganoff, rice and vegetable sides she has cooked and praise her culinary skills. Wine and conversation flows and, at the end of the evening, Peter suggests they meet for coffee the following afternoon at a local bookstore. 

“That will be lovely. I’ll see you there at 3P.M.” she says.

After the last person leaves, she shuts and locks the door, going into the dining room. The table is a mess with the pudding plates still on the table, together with an assortment of coffee cups and wine glasses. Walking through to the kitchen it is an even worse sight, with pots, pans and unwashed dishes stacked everywhere.

Grandmother would turn in her grave if she could see this mess in her kitchen, thought June. She was always so fussy about everything being left in perfect order before she retired to bed in the evenings.

June smiles. 

Well, this is my house now and I can do things my way. I’m exhausted and I’m going to bed. I’ll sort this lot out in the morning.

Upstairs in her bedroom, June undresses, tossing her clothes on a nearby chair. Climbing into bed, she closes her eyes and sinks into a deep sleep. 

Smash! Crash!

The sound of glasses and crockery smashing on a hard floor jerk June from sleep.

“What the Hell?”

She jumps out of bed and drags on her dressing gown. Cautiously descending the stairs, she wishes she had something to defend herself with, but there is nothing to hand.

The noisy pandemonium continues as she approaches the kitchen door. Throwing it open, she draws herself up as tall as she can and marches into the room. 

A large plate dripping with gravy soars past her head, missing her by a fraction. Pots and pans blast in every direction.  Glasses and crockery methodically smash itself, one piece at a time, on the debris strewn floor. June hears Grandmother laughing.

Gasping with horror, June leaps back and slams the door shut. Her limbs shake uncontrollably as she considers what she had seen on the other side of the door.

What’s going on? There is no-one in the kitchen. I heard Grandmother laughing. Is she hurling the crockery and cookware about from beyond the grave? 

Unexpectedly, her gorge rises and she leans over, vomiting onto the floor. 

I am reacting to shock.

The noise stops abruptly. After waiting a few cautious minutes, June opens the door. The kitchen is completely wrecked. Broken crockery and glassware litter the floor, and bent pots and pans lie where they had fallen, but nothing stirs. 

June stands staring at the mess, eyes enlarged with fear and uncertainty, before years of regimented self-discipline can kick in. Then, she sets about sweeping up the shards of glass and pottery that cover the floor. By mid-day, the kitchen has been restored to its usual orderliness, although there is nothing she can do about the chips, holes and other damage to the walls, counters and cupboards from the various flying projectiles. 

***
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June doesn’t mention the bizarre events of the morning when she meets up with Peter that afternoon. There is no rational explanation for what had occurred, and she would have brushed off the whole experience as a weird nightmare, if it wasn’t for the very real damage to her kitchen.

She did her best to focus on Peter, enjoying the cappuccino and a delicious slice of red velvet cake which they share in the small coffee shop, adjoining the large bookstore. Reading had offered her a much needed escape from her grandmother-dominated life when she was growing up, so Peter’s obvious enjoyment of books pleases her. This common pleasure gives them plenty to talk about.

The lovely afternoon culminates into a pleasant meal out at a local restaurant, with June arriving home later than planned. The house stands silent and still, its dark windows gazing sightlessly at June as she fiddles her key into the lock. 

Opening the door, she draws back in surprise and displeasure as the strong fragrance of lavender assaults her nostrils. Swamping the garden with lavender bushes had not been enough for Grandmother. She had also dabbed herself daily with a strong lavender essential oil. Before her death, the strong odor had permeated every corner of the house. 

Why can I smell this? I threw out all the bottles of lavender oil in the house. I drove them to the dump myself.

Upstairs, June notices that the curtains have been drawn and the master bedroom is dark and gloomy, just the way Grandmother liked it. 

She heads over to her wardrobe to change into her pyjamas. Pulling the door open, she gasps in surprise and bewilderment. Her new clothes and shoes are gone, replaced by the old ones she had left in the plastic garbage bags downstairs, ready to take to a local charity.

A sudden sensation of being watch causes her to whip around. Grandmother, dressed in a long white nightgown, sits at the dressing table brushing her long, grey hair. During her sixties and seventies, Grandmother had grown her thick hair long. She liked to give it one hundred strokes with her hairbrush every night to keep it healthy.

Heart thumping in her chest, palms slicked with sweat, June watches Grandmother slowly dissipate and disappear.

***
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Distress and anxiety keep June awake that night. Eventually she resorts to taking a sleeping tablet which forces her into a drug-induced sleep, plagued by a strange dream.

The bees are swarming. The children watch from behind the safety of the window glass as the vicious creatures sweep through the garden; a threatening cloud of angry insects, attacking any living thing in their path.

A number of the bees hit the glass, smashing into it like kamikaze pilots. The loud buzzing of the swarm can be heard through the glass, a frightening sound to the children who had experienced swarming before. They had watched a similar swarm attack their dog the previous summer, stinging the poor animal over fifty times. George had died later at the veterinary clinic.

June awakens with a start, sitting bolt right up in her bed. There is something crawling on her arm.

Bees, five or six of them; they all sting her simultaneously. 

She can hear bees buzzing, not the few that had stung her and now lie dying on her bedspread, but a lot more. Shrieking with terror, she reaches out and hits the switch for her bedside lamp. It comes on immediately, flooding the room with light. Black and yellow stripped creatures swarm in an angry cloud. The smell of lavender is overwhelming and there are bushes everywhere, growing out of the walls, the floor and even her bed. 

She grabs a magazine from off her nightstand, knocking over the glass of water, frantically swatting at the insects. 

Her body itches as if she had been bathed in itching powder. June races to the bedroom door, avoiding the bushes as best she can, using the magazine like a fan to clear her way through the swarm. She yanks it open and then closed again, before dropping to her knees in the passageway, clutching her cramping stomach. It burns like red-hot fire. Red fluid-filled hives appear all over her body.

Where is my EpiPen? Did I leave it in the lounge? 

June can hardly see out of her swollen eyes, the puffing up of her tongue and throat making it difficult to breath. She needs to get help fast. 

Lurching up onto her hands and knees, she tries to force herself to stand, but her cramping legs will not hold her. Sweat drips down her body and face as she attempts to pull herself forward on her belly, one inch at a time, using her hands and feet. 

She stops. I can’t don’t it. A few minutes later she tries again, and manages to pull herself another few thirty centimeters. Fresh sweat pours from her body and she shivers with a burning fever.

I’m so hot.

She makes a final attempt to reach the staircase, wriggling forward like a snake, but the world starts spinning. June falls over and lies still. She is too tired to try again now. 

I’ll just lie here and rest for a moment. She closes her eyes and the last sound she hears before her soul drifts away is the sound of Grandmother laughing.

***
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Monday afternoon Peter finds June’s body when he drives to her house after she hasn’t arrived at work or answered his repeated calls. It’s not like her. June has only missed one day’s work in her entire career and that was the day of her grandmother’s funeral.

Her car is parked in the garage, but she does not come to the door or respond to his insistent ringing of her bell.

In desperation, he calls the police. The pair of officers that respond to his request for help, quickly force the lock and, together, they enter the dark and foreboding house.  The curtains are closed and the house has an abandoned smell. 

June’s body is discovered at the top of the stairs. It displays all the symptoms of death due to a severe allergic reaction to bee venom, but no puncture wounds are evident anywhere. There are no dead bees anywhere in the house either. Other than some damage to the walls and counters in the kitchen, there is no sign of any violence or unusual activity in the house. No-one has any way of knowing that this damage was caused by a poltergeist throwing pots and pans in rage.

***
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Ten years later, Peter is driving past the house. No explanation has ever discovered for June’s death and he has never forgotten her.

He pulls over and gets out of the car. The house is empty and has the abandoned and decrepit look of a dwelling that has not been lived in for a long time. Sagging curtains are drawn over the windows, giving it an added atmosphere of lonely secretiveness.

While he is gazing at the unkempt garden and peeling paintwork, one of the curtains covering the master bedroom window twitches. A greyish white hand pulls it slightly open. Peter sees a pair of dark eyes peering at him through the dirty windowpane. They glow with the deranged look of a mad woman.

He gasps and steps back, then turns around and walks quickly back to his car. Maybe one day he’ll investigate what he thinks he saw more closely, but not today.
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The thick, gloomy trees merged into one dark mistiness that concealed everything in the forest, animate and inanimate, sane and insane. 

Anxiety compelled Jack and Mary to follow the muddy footpath that wound through the dense trees, despite the poor visibility. Sean could not be left to wander about alone in his current deranged and hallucinatory state. 

They had missed the signs completely. By the time Jack had guessed the cause of Sean’s increasingly hyperactive, excitable and erratic behavior, it was too late. He had snuck out of the house and completely disappeared into the surrounding wilderness. The thick, swirling mist was not conducive to any sort of search and Mary was worried.

She berated herself for being so foolish. When the squirrel had bitten Sean a few months ago, he had come straight to her for help. His eyes were large and shiny with panic as his numerous fears for his health overwhelmed him. Mary knew that his obsessive-compulsive behaviour-centered on fears of ill health and resulting death.

“Will I get rabies, Mary?” 

“Of course not. No-one gets rabies anymore. I’ll bath it in some disinfectant and then bandage it up.”

“Will it be okay, Mary?” his eyes pleaded with her to co-operate with his ritual which followed a specific question and answer format.

“Yes,” she sighed.

“Do you promise?”

“I promise.”

One repetition of this affirmation had not been enough. They had gone through this same question and answer pattern repeatedly that day as Sean’s anxiety about the bite ebbed and flowed. It was like this most days, regardless of whether there was a real physical cause or not. The rituals could be triggered by a stomach ache or a sore throat or something as innocuous as a scratch or drinking too much water.

The wound had been red and angry looking for a few days. Mary bathed the small wound twice every day, applied an anti-bacterial cream and then bandaged it up. 

They were temporarily living in a remote cottage on the edge of the Knysna forest while her husband, Jack, worked on some complicated mathematical problem that required intense focus and concentration. His irritability made it hard for Mary to talk to him about Sean’s bite and his concerns. 

Jack didn’t take Sean’s health complaints seriously anymore. He was the boy who had cried wolf once too often.

It’s not a real concern anyway, Mary thought. I have never heard of anyone contracting rabies in my life. Of course, this is South Africa and not the UK but I am sure it is the same here.

When they first arrived in South Africa, Mary had no idea that remote in this vast country was a different concept altogether too remote by English standards. She had assumed that there would be bus services to and from their temporary home, so she hadn’t bothered to get an international driving license.

I’ll ask Jack to take us to the doctor to get the bite checked. It is better to be sure that everything is okay.

Jack didn’t think Sean needed to see a doctor. 

“He’s had his tetanus injections,” he said, “Just carry on bathing it and keep it covered and it will be fine.”

Mary did not argue with him. Jack had been very patient, almost saintly, about taking Sean into their home when Mary’s parents died a year ago. She was his only surviving relative and he had nowhere else to go. Living with a teen suffering from chronic mental illness was difficult and Mary didn’t want to ask more of Jack than he was willing to give.

The wound healed. Sean continued with his on-line A-levels programmes and Mary and Jack got on with their jobs and lives. Fortunately for Mary, the magazine she worked for back home in Reading had been happy to allow her to work remotely for the nine months they planned to live in the Western Cape in South Africa. Jack had chosen this remote location to work on his new project because he had grown up in the nearby town of George. 

“It’s tranquil and inspiring,” he had said.

He is right about it being tranquil. The forest and mountains are beautiful but I couldn’t live here indefinitely. It’s so lonely.

Sean was a loner. His condition meant that he didn’t socialise well, particularly, with other teens. The idea of another person touching and contaminating his computer, books, phone or other things filled him with an anxiety so intense his face went deathly pale. He would not use another person’s stationary, books or electronic devices either. Other people’s things were dirty and he didn’t want to touch them. 

Mary was enjoying not having to deal with the after effects of his having to contain his anxiety all day long at school. In the past, when he arrived home from school, all the accumulated anxiety from his day poured out of him like lava from an erupting volcano. He spent up to an hour in the bathroom washing his hands and doing other rituals. When he was finished, Mary had to clean up the flooded bathroom. She tried to be patient and understanding but it annoyed her and she shouted at him.

Once his uncertainty following the move and the change of environment had settled, Sean’s condition was more manageable. 

It’s better for us all, even if the psychologist does say it enables him to employ avoidance tactics. It’s easy to make comments and stand in judgement when you’re not the one dealing with all the fall out.

Two days ago, Sean woke up with a fever and complained of feeling tired and weak. 

“You must have picked up a virus,” Mary said. She treated him with pain medications and administered large doses of vitamin C to boost his immune system. Dark circles under his dull, tired eyes told her that he wasn’t sleeping well and he seemed more anxious and aggressive than usual. He could be aggressive when anyone tried to interfere in his rituals and obsessive routines but this time, the cause had to be something else. With his psychologist far away in England, she was being more accommodating of Sean’s rituals than she was at home. 

Before Sean went to bed the previous night, his muscles had been visibly spasming and he was clearly confused and aggressive. His behaviour and symptoms had penetrated Jack’s single-minded focus. 

“I’ll drive you both to the doctor first thing tomorrow morning,” he said.  

The morning had dawned cold and misty. Mary checked on Sean first thing and discovered that he was gone.

Dressing hurriedly in warm clothing, they grabbed a few energy bars and set off into the forest to look for Sean. On their way out of the house, Mary had absent-mindedly pushed closed a partially open drawer in the kitchen. Her action was subconscious and she did not think about it.

The mist clung to the ground like a thick carpet. Swirling tendrils wrapped themselves around the trees making them look like they were wearing white nightdresses. 

As they ventured further into this dripping wet world, Mary could hear faint rustling sounds, like an animal disturbing wet leaves. 

She tensed. “What’s that?” she whispered to Jack. The sounds of the forest always unnerved Mary, but today the thick undergrowth seemed to clutch at her feet and legs and the dank mist, which coloured everything grey, was making her feel apprehensive.

“It sounded like a bushbuck,” he answered unconcernedly. “The forest is full of them.”

Mary was unsure. The mist seemed much denser in this section of the forest, like thick smoke. She felt as if something was watching her from within its murky depths. Something wild and demented. Something that was not human. 

“I think we should go back to the house,” she said. “We can wait for the mist to lift. It will be much easier to search for Sean if we can see.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Jack said, moving purposefully forward. “We can’t leave Sean out here for hours. He’s sick.”

Jack shared that he thought Sean might be suffering from rabies. He had typed Sean’s progressively unusual symptoms into the on-line search engine yesterday evening, together with the fact that he had recently been bitten by a wild animal, and rabies had popped out as a suggested diagnosis.

Mary’s stomach clenched so tightly she thought she might vomit.  

Oh my God, I hope it’s not rabies. He was so worried about getting rabies and I promised him. 

“Come on,” came Jack’s voice, sounding some distance away.

She realised that she had been hanging back. She took a deep breath and plunged forward through the whiteness.

“I’m coming,” she yelled loudly. “Wait for me.”

A terrible scream ripped apart the silence. A fine spray of blood splattered across her face and dress.

She stopped, drawing back in shock. “Run,” cried Jack. “Run, Mary.” His words turned into wet gurgling sounds. Horror momentarily paralysed Mary. Then, she whirled around and bolted in the general direction of the house.

***
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His headache was at low tide due to the complete blackness of the cloudy early morning. It would intensify as the day brightened, like the tide coming in, until it turned into a sickening sledgehammer, crashing into the soft tissue of his brain. 

Sean threw off the covers of his bed and scrambled to his bedroom door. The walls of his small bedroom moved forward, surging towards him as if they were going to crush him. He must escape. Within moments, his bare feet were padding noiselessly across the kitchen floor. At he passed the large drawer in the middle of the storage cabinets, he hesitated. The drawer slid silently open on its runners. Mary’s array of kitchen knives lay in the drawer, shiny and sharp.

He reached in and selected the largest butcher knife. Shoving the door closed it caught on something and stopped halfway. Sean did not notice. He was focused on escaping from the kitchen before the moving walls closed in on him. 

***
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A few hours later, Sean woke up feeling cramped and stiff. He was lying on the cold and damp earth, in a glade in the forest. He stretched and contemplated the nearby trees, they whispered words of comfort and support which eased his anxiety and fear. The unpleasant claustrophobia he had suffered in his bedroom felt remote and surreal. The lack of brightness of the overcast day was a welcome relief and helped to keep his headache at manageable levels.

His ears pricked up. He heard the distant sounds of people crashing through the undergrowth. Their calls were sound waves that caused the pain tide to surge across his brain, drowning all rational thought. He stood up, biting down hard on his lip as the movement seemed to wrench his brain loose from his skull. Blood dripped down his chin and splashed onto the ground.

Skulking forward, more animal than man, insanity in firm control of his nervous system and actions, he set out to hunt his tormentors. The people inflicting unbearable pain on him with their loud shouts. From his hiding place behind a thick tree trunk, Sean saw an unfamiliar man walk through a small natural clearing. He was only a few feet away from Sean now. The man stopped and shouted. Senseless words that seared into Sean’s mind like a hot poker.

He’s looking for me, Sean thought. He wants to drag me out of the forest and into the light. The sound waves are not enough. He wants the light to explode my brain.

Fury surged through Sean, filling his muscles with adrenalin. He raised the butcher knife and leapt forward, bringing it down with all his force and driving the blade deeply into his victim’s shoulder. As Sean dragged the knife free, bellows of pain and shock issued from the man’s throat. More senseless words slashed into the soft meat of his brain. The blood-streaked blade flashed again and the man’s screams reduced to a choking gurgle as the knife slashed through his throat and windpipe. 

The hunter smiled and cocked his head in the direction of the fading footsteps.
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Mary’s fear was overwhelming. 

Should I run? Should I hide? Where can I hide? 

She had lost the path and felt herself flipping and sliding on the wet creepers and leaves beneath her feet. A stitch dug into her side; she had not run like this since she had finished high school six years ago. The dank and damp mist embraced her living body with clammy hands. She visualised death himself sharpening his scythe in readiness for her certain death.

Mary s2topped and looked around her. 

Where can I hide?

A large tree with an interesting root system caught her eye. She walked softly over to the tree. She was right, there was a small cave-like gap behind the roots. Mary squeezed herself into the uncomfortable space and shut her eyes tightly. Hard roots poked into her back and her legs ached from being curled-up beneath her. She tried to control her breathing, but could do nothing about the loud pounding of her heart. 

In the distance she heard some sort of crash, like a small tree falling over. Complete and undisturbed silence returned.

Mary fin2ally emerged from her hidey-hole. For a long period of time, no sounds had marred the silence except for the incessant chirruping of the insects. Covered in mud, cold and frightened, Mary set off in a direction she hoped would lead her back to their house.

Her relief was overwhelming when she stumbled across the path after wandering around lost in the forest for many hours. The mist had cleared and brief patches of bright light made pattern on the forest floor. Another hour of walking brought her to their house.

Everything looked the same as it had that morning. Mary used her cell phone to summon help before collapsing onto the couch. A violent shaking took possession of her limbs and her legs would not hold her up.
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The light-headedness descended on Sean unexpectedly. He felt as if his mind had detached itself form his body. Moments later his breathing stopped and his body toppled heavily to the ground.

The teams of searchers came across his body the following day. It lay within a 500-metre radius of Jack’s dead and bloody remains. 

Death due to sudden cardiac arrest as a result of the rabies virus was the official cause of death. 
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Bella toss2ed her bag onto the floor and sank onto the couch. Exhaustion from her long drive mixed with gratitude that the cottage, which she had rented fully furnished, looked clean and tidy. The furniture was in surprisingly good condition. 

Closing her eyes, she fell into a weary sleep.

Tap, Tap, Tap

Bella’s eyes snapped open at the continuous tapping sound. Darkness had fallen while she slept, and the room was dark except for the faint light of the sickle-shaped moon shining through the window.

What the hell is that noise? It sounds like someone rapping on glass.

She pulled herself to her feet and looked towards the window. Her heart lurched into her throat as she gasped in fear.

A face peered through the window, its deranged eyes blazed in the dim light and its hair bristled like the tail of a frightened cat. More disturbing was the strange optical effect whereby the face did not obstruct the moon; she could see the bright quarter-moon shape right through it.
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Keeping a close eye on the Skoda’s built-in satnav, Harriet was almost certain she was on the right road, but it looked so deserted she was beginning to doubt the gadget’s accuracy. She had chosen this beach, after all, because it was secluded enough to offer her a complete rest from the world around her, for two whole weeks. Not even her closest family knew where she was headed, simply that she had found a remote spot on the East Norfolk coast and didn’t want to be disturbed. Her family had been alarmed when she had told them she would be switching off her mobile phone for the duration of her break, so she had reluctantly agreed she would keep it fully charged and with her, in case of emergency. Harriet smiled to herself as she thought the only emergency would be her family discovering her whereabouts.

In the early dawn light, the satnav was encouraging her to the right, onto an unmade track dotted with potholes of varying depths. Harriet guided Octo, the name she had given to her shiny, new midnight blue Skoda Octavia, around as many of the holes as she could but the suspension was being put through its paces. Checking the satnav screen as Octo had stopped talking two minutes before, she realised that her route had completely disappeared. 

Pulling over out of habit rather than the expectation of meeting another vehicle along this deserted track, she reached across to her passenger seat, finding an A4 sheet of directions. Skimming the top half, she found where she was supposed to be and where she thought she was. She had gone off-course approximately two miles back. Harriet thumped the steering wheel, doubt creeping in. There was no turning place along this track. Opting to travel a little further along in the hope of finding a place to turn around, she switched off the satnav and selected her media stick for some soothing music. The thumping rapping of Pitbull drowned out the sounds of the car’s engine and Harriet smiled. Pitbull would have to do, she didn’t need soothing, she needed cheering up. It had been six weeks since...

The coastal mist was starting to clear, and Harriet could make out the faint line of the horizon. Slowing the car to gaze at the sea, she noticed a tall structure at the end of the track through the departing haze. The lighthouse! How had she not seen that before? There must be two tracks leading to the same place. Harriet muttered to herself, “Trust your instincts, woman!” and pressed her foot more purposefully on the accelerator, reaching the lighthouse’s garden and rickety old gate in seconds.

Parking the car outside the gate she stepped out, forgetting to close her door, so awestruck at the sight of the looming old lighthouse. It was nothing similar to the lighthouse in her imagination and even the brochure had painted a far more modernised version of the building. Still satisfied she had chosen well for her break, she reached into her back seat and pulled out her small suitcase. Slinging her handbag over her shoulder, she walked confidently to the gate and searched around for the tiny metal, combination protected box which should contain the key to her accommodation for the next few days. Finding no box, she consulted her notes again. It should have been right here in front of her. Approaching the lighthouse’s battered door, Harriet noticed it was sitting ajar, the key dangling in the lock, stirring a whole new set of emotions.  Nervous now, she tapped on the door and called, “Hello? Anybody here?”

She was about to climb the first of the lighthouse’s apparent 68 steps where she should expect to find the living area, when she was startled by a movement behind her. Popping his head around the door was a man who appeared to be in his mid-forties. “Good morning, Ma’am. Sorry to startle you. I was watering the garden. I wasn’t expecting you this early.”

“Sorry, I left early to avoid the traffic. I can come back?” Harriet could not help but notice the man’s piercing blue eyes.

“Not at all, Ma’am. I have finished out here and was about to sort the key for you. Please, take this key and I will be around later in the week if you need anything at all. You know how to contact me.”

“I do?” Harriet looked up at the stairs, wondering if he would offer to carry her case for her. Turning back to invite him to stay for a cup of tea, she was surprised to find he had already left. Taking the few steps back to the lighthouse’s door, Harriet found no trace of the man, the only movement was the billowing reeds leading to a well-trodden path. Assuming he had gone in that direction, she made a note to explore the pathway later. Lifting her case with ease and removing the key from the door, and in turn locking it from the inside, Harriet began the ascent of the steep iron steps.

Each step echoed eerily throughout the structure and she was astounded at how old and beaten down the lighthouse stairwell was. Sighing, she hoped the accommodation at the top was at least a little more inviting.

Having stopped to catch her breath after approximately half of the steps, Harriet continued towards the top floor, coming face to face with an iron door which she was surprised to find was also locked. Hoping the key from the front door would fit this one too, she balanced her suitcase and handbag on the step below, fumbling to find the key which she had stashed in her jeans pocket. Relieved to find she hadn’t any need to traipse down to find another key, the door swung open for her easily and she was greeted by a rounded room, beautifully lit by sunlight from the large windows.

The owner had used the top of the old lighthouse and the whole room was bathed in light from the endless window running around the outer edges. “Wouldn’t want to be the window cleaner here!” Harriet muttered, surprised to find the windows were spotless, as was the whole room, although the décor was tired and drab. Placing her suitcase onto a cleverly curved sofa, she wandered over to the kitchenette area and filled the kettle with water from a grumbling tap, a coffee was just what she needed after her early start. A small section of the window gave way to a double door next to the sofa and opened onto a balcony area with not quite enough space to accommodate a chair. Harriet flung both doors open wide and secured them with the blocks hanging to the side, preventing them from slamming shut on her. Dragging a recliner chair from the center of the room its legs had to straddle the ledge, she pulled a book from her handbag, placed her freshly brewed coffee by her side and, making herself comfortable, and took in the beautiful scene playing out below her. The waves crashed onto the flawless sandy beach below. Pebbles which were dotted few and far between tapped an intermittent tune as an occasional one hit another, the waves breaking gently over them. She couldn’t remember visiting this part of the coast, but knew she had been to seaside towns nearby, preferring the East Norfolk coast to other local areas.

Moments later, it seemed, Harriet opened her eyes, rousing herself from what felt like a deep sleep. Checking her watch, she was surprised she had been asleep for over an hour. Pushing against her growling tummy, she groaned, remembering she needed to buy groceries. She thought the brochure mentioned the kitchen being fully stocked with essentials, but a thorough investigation of the cupboards revealed no more than coffee and sugar. Sighing, she found her purse in the depths of her handbag, along with a folded fabric grocery bag which she always carried with her and set off down the iron staircase to find the local shop which the brochure had also promised her.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Harriet locked the door and realised she had forgotten her car keys. Swearing at her mistake, she looked over her shoulder and back up at the lighthouse looming above her. “Sod that! I’ll walk!” Harriet said to herself and headed towards the pathway the gardener had disappeared down earlier. The path, while overgrown, seemed to be well-trodden and Harriet felt comfortable following it, surprised to find it led to the beach, not another building in sight. Looking back, she could see the lighthouse towering above, so she knew she hadn’t come far. Choosing a direction, she headed off along the soft, damp sands. The beach was deserted, but it was still quite early in the day. Her gaze fell on a solitary figure in the distance who, Harriet decided, must be walking a dog. It seemed sensible to assume the dog walker would know where to find a grocery store, so she headed towards them, the salty sea breeze misting her face, causing her to squint in the low, rising sun.

Drawing nearer to the figure on the beach, Harriet realised they were not walking a dog, but flying a beautiful kite, its fluorescent sails catching the hazy sunlight, giving the kite an ethereal quality. Mesmerised by the kite’s gyrating dance, she was unaware that the kite flyer had approached her and was standing only a few steps from her. “Hello, again, Ma’am!” Harriet looked down from her skyward gazing to find herself face to face with the gardener from the lighthouse.

“Oh, hello there! We must stop meeting like this!” Harriet smiled, cringing inwardly at her clichéd response. “I was trying to find a grocery store, but appear to have found you again. You and your beautiful kite. I am not sure I have ever seen a kite so glorious!” Harriet was genuinely in awe of the beautiful dancer breaking up the morning’s blue sky.

“Thanks. I love this kite. I have many, all shapes, sizes and colours. I’ve flown them for years. My son and I used to fly them together.  This is my favourite.” The man’s voice tailed off
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