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1.

 

"


Good afternoon, Mrs. Kryz." The broad-shouldered, dark haired man held out his hand. "I'm Vlad Stavrou, the psychologist sent by Victims' Services."

I invited him in, handing him a cup of tea and a plate of my latest baking on the coffee table, as I waited for him to continue. I'd never dealt with a psychologist before, and didn't know what to expect.

He took a sip, then put down his cup. "Just tell me about last Friday morning, please. Make me feel I was there, like I was you."

And so I started my tale. 

 

* * *

 

If I wasn't an old girl of eighty-four, I'd be dead, too.

Not that I care--I'd be better off dead than the way I am.  I haven't slept since it happened. Every time I close my eyes, I see the horribly mutilated little bodies, Naomi's white crossing supervisor uniform covered in deep red blotches and bits of her brain, and that boy's gloating face as he flashed by.

It was on purpose. I saw it in the leer of his eyes, his half-open mouth. He looked like a naughty kid snatching a chocolate bar off the shelf before running out of the shop.

If I'd been able to walk as fast as the children, I'd have been among them, beside Naomi, but I was a few steps behind, leaning on my wheelie frame, so he missed me. I felt the wind of the red car's passing, smelt the stink of its exhaust, was close enough for blood to splatter my stockings and the bottom of my dress. He missed my wheelie frame by inches.

Six lovely little children, none over seven years old I'd say. And kind, fat Naomi who always had a laugh for everyone, and was out there twice a day during school term, whatever the weather.

Dead. Killed. Snuffed out in an instant of terror.

And me, I live.

At first I felt nothing, only saw a meaningless painting of red and grey blots until some of the blots moved, I guess the twitches after death, and the horror swam into focus. A few seconds ago, that thing with the moving arm had been Shane: cheeky, with a freckled face and a gap-toothed grin. I'd often said hello to his mother. That broken doll had been a bright little girl with red plaits. She'd been singing the alphabet when the car appeared from nowhere.

Oh, how could he?

Why?

People appeared, probably within seconds, but I have no idea of the time. Someone led me away, gently, and took me into her house, across the road from the school. I noticed an Australian flag next to the door.

When she saw me looking at it, the lady said, "My husband is a Justice of the Peace. Come in, my dear."

Soon I was in a deep armchair with a hot water bottle behind my back and a hot, sweet cup of tea.

Nevertheless, I was still shaking when the police arrived. It was a woman and a man. She asked the questions, kindly enough, while he scribbled.

"Mrs Kryz, do you think you could identify this man?"

"Hmm, more a boy than a man. Well, all young men seem like boys to me, but he didn't look like he was shaving yet. You know, baby-face skin."

"You saw that in such a short space of time?"

"If... if my hands weren't shaking like this, I could draw him for you."

She perked up at that.

"At home, I can show you a few drawings. As a young woman, I often fed my children by doing a portrait for a pound. I've had people come up to me in the street, telling me they still have the drawing I'd made of them as children."

"Wonderful! Mrs Kryz, when you're up to it, draw him, please. Then..." she gave me a business card, "...phone me and I'll rush to your place. I want him." She looked like an eagle swooping on prey. Maybe she was a mother, too.

Eventually I felt well enough to go home, and my kind hostess drove me there. I put my clothes to soak and had a shower and another cup of tea, then got out my crayons and sketchbook. Crayons are my favourite medium. But, thinking of the purpose of the exercise, I also found my coloured pens. This one required sharp lines, though of course the shading needed the crayons.

I closed my eyes for a moment, opened them and drew. There was the red car...faded, powdery red. Square shape of the car, silver grille and bumper bar. New cars don't seem to have those. His head was a pale blur at this stage. No P plate. That surprised me. Maybe he was older than he looked? If you pass your test the first possible time at 18, you'd have to be 21 for the full licence. I couldn't read the number plate... PL something?

I got a fresh sheet of drawing paper. Naomi, frozen, half-facing the roar of the car. She held her STOP on a stick as if it would act as a barrier. Around her, the little figures, all with heads turned left, toward death. Looming on the left side, the car. I wanted to stay realistic but couldn't: it was huge, a juggernaut, a giant red-and-silver monster. You could see it move on the paper.

My hand hurt from having gripped the pen so tightly. I looked at my watch...heavens, three o'clock and I hadn't had lunch!

A couple of dry biscuits with cheese and a cup of tea are enough for an old bird like me, before I returned to work.

The car, almost side-on, was in front of me as I closed my eyes. A moment, then I opened them and my hand drew. As always, I felt no control of the process, merely watched shapes appear. 

His face, the expression--almost of ecstasy--the staring pale blue eye I could see from one side, an untidy mop of light brown hair, black T-shirt. A cigarette poked forward from his mouth, the wisp of smoke visible.

The car...scratches around the keyhole, and up higher, under the black rubber lining the window. I carefully drew them in. I realised--he stole that car. Probably, he stole the car in order to kill someone, anyone.

I glanced over the three drawings. Satisfied, I sprayed them with a light protective coating. Another hour had passed. Once more, I was exhausted, but got out the policewoman's card. Detective Sergeant Jemima Johnson. I chose her mobile number, not wanting to go through endless switchboards and "We'll pass on your message."

She answered on the third ring and I introduced myself.

"You have the drawings?"

"I do."

"I'll be there in half an hour. Got your address in the files."

"And I'll have the jug on."

While waiting for her, I took out my crayons again, and did a quick sketch of her face, with the fierceness on it when she'd said, "I want him." I sprayed it, too, and put it to dry. I took off my glasses to rest my eyes for a few moments, relaxed and drained.

It took her about twenty minutes. Her car was red, too, but a shiny new one; a low-slung thing that looked like a sports car. It had no bumper bar.

"Good evening, Mrs Kryz," she said, and that's when I realised that indeed it was evening.

I sat her on my couch, passed over my drawing of her, and made my all too slow way to the kitchen.

As I returned with a tray carrying the teapot--I hate teabags--cups, saucers, sugar, milk, and a plate of biscuits I'd baked yesterday for my great-grandchildren's expected visit tomorrow, she smiled at me. "Mrs Kryz, I'm sorry, I don't have a pound."

"Have your portrait for free, then. Just catch him. That'll be reward enough for me."

I eased myself into my chair. She poured, added milk, then so did I. She didn't take any sugar, but sampled my baking, her face reflecting delight.

I passed over a manila folder.

She opened it and looked at the first drawing. Her mouth half opened, and she stopped breathing for a long moment. She looked at the other two drawings in turn.

"Marvellous," she finally whispered. "That's a 1960s Holden, I don't remember the model name, but it's clearly identifiable. Few of them still around. Easy to steal."

I drew her attention to the scratches on the door, and she nodded.

"Mrs Kryz, do you want a job as a police artist?"

We both laughed. She said, "Oh, I have a typed copy of your statement. Could you please read it, make any corrections, and then sign it?"

I did so.

She finished her tea, put all four drawings in the folder and stood to go. I showed her to the door. Unexpectedly, she gave me a great, warm hug.

As I've said, I couldn't sleep that night. Whenever I closed my eyes I was THERE, replaying the horror, over and over. Finally, maybe at 4 a.m., I got up, put on my dressing gown and turned on the TV. It was, of all things, a horror movie. I switched channels but everything was equally unsuitable. I picked up the last book I'd borrowed from the library, but it might as well have been in Chinese. I couldn't take in a word.

Eyes on fire, I returned to bed, but as soon as I tried to sleep, I was back there, heard the roar of the engine, lived through it all again. So, I switched on my bedside lamp and looked at the white wall. I projected his face, side on like I'd seen him, and demanded, "Why?"

Was I going crazy? The face turned, both eyes scowling at me. Below the shoulders was the whole boy, with the base of my bed cutting off the view of his legs. He wore a yellow T-shirt.

"F--n old bitch. 'Cause I hate everyone." Oh Doctor, as a young girl I was trained never to say or write words like the one he used. His voice was a baritone, at odds with his appearance. He could barely be sixteen, I thought.

"Why?" I asked him.

What I got in response was such a filthy tirade that my mind shut down. He waved his arms, shouted dirty words the like of which I certainly didn't know at his age, and I really expected him to attack me, but he just stood there. I found not one jot of sense or reason in any this.

At last, he came to a stop and glared at me, panting.

"I can see you're angry," I said, "but those lovely little children were not responsible for whatever is eating you."

Then he really surprised me. "Get outa me dream!" he screamed.

He leaned forward as if struggling to come at me, but had his feet glued to the floor. Slowly he faded: the torso disappeared from the bottom up, until only the head was left. It glared at me for one more long moment, and was gone.

Daylight peeped in between the closed curtains.

Had the shock driven me crazy? Maybe I'd fallen asleep and dreamt it? I thought of cancelling my granddaughter-in-law's visit with her children, but decided this was exactly what might get me through the day. So, I showered and dressed, even forced down a piece of buttered toast, and got the toys out of their cupboard.

The doorbell rang, but it was a strange couple. At first sight, the woman looked beautiful, with wavy blonde hair and big blue eyes, but then I noticed it was all peripherals and paint. She smiled, and yet looked cold and calculating.

I only had the door half open when a blinding light hit me, and a fuzzy thing on a long stick descended on one side.

The woman said, "Mrs Sylvia Kryz, you're on the news!"

Obviously, I was supposed to be thrilled. I shut the door.

Her voice rose an octave and a decibel. I hoped the microphone man had left it switched on. "Mrs Kryz! This is the news! You owe it to the people!"

I took a long breath to quieten my fury. "Go away. You're a vulture. You're as bad as that boy callous, cruel and uncaring. Go away!"

All the many points of habitual pain in my body hurt more than ever, but I thought of a rescuer.

I hobbled to the phone and called Jemima Johnson.

Before I could speak, she said, "Mrs Kryz, what can I do for you?"

"Oh, how..."

She laughed. "Your number came up on my little screen." The commotion was still going on outside my house.

"I... I'd be very grateful if you, um, the police, could chase the reporters away." Then I had a thought. "Also, I'll have another drawing for you."

"I'll organise something, and be over myself when I can."

"Oh, thank you. Thank you my dear."

"My pleasure." She sounded like she meant it, but disconnected. I guess she must be busy all the time.

My kitchen is the furthest room from the street, so I set up my drawing things on the benchtop there. That boy, full face... I had no business seeing him full face, but I had. My pens flew, and there he was.

From the side, naturally, his eyebrow had been merely a little square protrusion. Now I'd drawn a perfect arch for the left one, while the right slightly curved up at the outside corner. He had a small, almost skin-coloured mole below the right eye. No one's ears are identical. Despite the mop of hair, I saw that the lobe of the right ear was slightly lower than the left. Also, his sneer exposed his teeth. The left top incisor was set slightly further in than the right. If he ever smiled, it'd look charming, but with the expression on the face, it added to his fierceness.

The doorbell dingled again soon after I'd finished, but I ignored it. Then the phone rang. A male voice said, "Mrs Kryz, this is Senior Constable Barton. We have cleared the street for you."

"Thank you." We hung up. I looked at the clock, and put on the jug. Sure enough, it started its song when the doorbell sounded, and it was Molly with her three little darlings.

"Oh Nan," she said as she leaned down to give me a hug, "You've been in the wars, haven't you!"

"You're right about that, love. Only, the casualties were all too young." I suddenly saw it all: the little bodies twitching, Naomi's crushed head, smelt the blood and exhaust fumes. I'd have fallen if Molly hadn't held me. My glasses fell to the floor.

She helped me to an armchair and eased me into it.

Sharna, Bilko and Elleny were looking on with big eyes. Funny names, I know, but that's modern mums for you. Sharna, all of seven, brought me my spectacles and climbed onto my lap. "Nan," she said, "I'm so glad the nasty man didn't hit you. I love you!"

Then the other two snuggled up to me too, and everything was all right.

Molly brought out a tray: tea for her and me, hot chocolate for the kids. She'd also found the biscuits. We'd barely started when the doorbell rang again. Molly answered it, and returned with Jemima Johnson.

She said, "Oh good, those bikkies again. That's why I came back, despite it being a Saturday."

I told the kids, "Darlings, this lady is a police detective. She is going to catch the man who hit the children with a car."

Jemima did a little jig. "We've got the car, exactly as you drew it! Full of fingerprints, so if we ever find him, he's done."

Molly said, "I thought everyone knows about fingerprints now. Wouldn't he clean them off?"

"He doesn't care about being caught," I told them, convinced, but not knowing how I knew. "Sharna, darling, can you please bring that folder to Detective Sergeant Johnson?"

Sharna did, and Jemima looked at the new drawing. "But how..."

"I don't know. In the small hours, something weird happened. Anyway, I believe that that's what he looks like from the front. That's unless I dreamt it." Jemima accepted a cup of tea, then excused herself and rushed off. After another pleasant hour, Molly took her kids away, too.

Somehow the day passed, although I was weary beyond belief. Even so, every time I closed my eyes, terror swallowed me. I dreaded the night.

I was cleaning my teeth when the phone rang. It was Jemima Johnson. "Mrs Kryz, I've been remiss and I apologise. You qualify for immediate psychological help. Have you had nightmares, daytime flashbacks, stuff like that?"

"Have I ever!"

She dictated a phone number. "Phone them at 9 a.m. It's a free call, seven days a week. I've faxed them a report, so everything should go very fast."

"Thank you, but can a psychologist take away my memories?"

"Not my field. I wouldn't know what they do, but it works for many people. Please do it."

"Oh, I will, but old dog and new tricks, you know."

The night was a near-repeat of the previous one, except I didn't bother with TV or book. When I got sick of what I now knew to call flashbacks, I projected the boy's face onto the wall.

"You again, old c--t," he sneered. "Leave me alone! I got troubles enough!"

As he turned to face me, I saw a nasty bruise below his right eye.

"What happened to your face?"

"Why should ya f--n care? It's me so-called stepfather. The current one."

"How old are you?"

"F-- off. None of your business."

"It isn't. Don't tell me if you don't want to."

"Fourteen, two weeks ago. Happy now, old bitch?"

Anger still twisted his face, but tears squeezed out of his eyes, and ran unchecked, maybe unnoticed, down his cheeks.

"The police have found the car. Your fingerprints were all over it, and they know what you look like."

"Do I give a f--? They can't do nothing worse to me than the sh--t I've got now. Anyway, I'll just off meself. Only, I'll take a few with me. Them Arab suicide bombers got the right idea."

"You won't go to seventh heaven."

"What crap is that?"

"Those Arab suicide bombers do it in the mistaken belief that if they die killing infidels, they'll go to the highest heaven and live wonderfully forever. But if you accept their beliefs, your fate will be to burn in hell forever."

"F-- off. Anyway, no hell is worse than this planet."

Despite what he'd done, I found myself feeling for him. I said, "Life is what you make it. You always have choices."

My reward was another deluge of invective. I saw him strain forward to attack me, but he couldn't move his feet. I didn't know if a mirage could hurt me, but felt relieved nonetheless.

When he came to a stop, I asked, "Could I make a suggestion?"

"Nah. F-- off."

"Go to the police and give yourself up. Go peacefully."

He laughed, but it was the laughter of a wounded tiger.

"You're a minor. You won't go to jail, but to a juvenile centre. You'll get help, and it'll be a way out of your personal hell."

"Stick your opinion up your arse! Just f-- off and leave me alone!"

"I don't know how to do that."

"What?"

"I'm not doing this on purpose. I can't help communicating with you."

"F-- me dead! I thought you was a witch and cast a spell."

I laughed, and he laughed with me. I was right. When he was free of fury, he looked a very attractive boy. Somehow, this helped me, and perhaps helped him too. He disappeared. I turned off the light, and slept the couple of hours till morning.

At 9:05 a.m., I rang Victims' Services. I explained my transport difficulties--and, well, here you are.
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I


 didn't know how long I'd been talking. The psychologist fellow almost seemed to be absent, like I was talking to myself, yet he was a warm, encouraging presence. His dark eyes calmly regarded me, and his quietness, the occasional little nod, made me feel free to speak. Somehow, reliving my story while telling it made me feel I'd shed a weight. I stopped, embarrassed because I'd forgotten his name.

"Sylvia...may I call you Sylvia? Thank you for putting me in the picture. That's a remarkable story."

"Tell me, Doctor..."

"Vlad."

"Tell me, Vlad, have I gone schizophrenic, or am I hallucinating?"

He grinned. "My very strong guess is that you're saner than most people, although extreme stress can do funny things to us. It's possible that you're hallucinating, but tell you what. This is open to scientific examination."

"How do you mean?"

"When the police find the boy, either he'll look like your fourth drawing or he won't."

"Would you like another cup of tea?"

"No, thank you. But I'd like you to tell it to me all over again."

"What?"

"How do you feel now, compared to how you felt when I walked in?

"I feel less distressed."

"That's due to my magic, of course." We laughed. "And the magic depends on you allowing all the nasty emotions and memories to be processed. They hurt, so we run away from them, so they stay hurting. Face up to them, accept them, and they stop being re-livings and become merely memories."

"But do you have the time?"

"I've set my afternoon aside for you. And it's OK, I'll get paid for it."

"But it's a Sunday!"

"So? Tell me what happened, again."

He was the expert. I gave him a repeat performance. Only this time, it wasn't anywhere as intense. He was right. And a few new details emerged.

At the end, he asked, "Is it lighter or heavier or the same?"

"Lighter."

"Light enough for now?"

"I think I can survive."

"All right. Now, please go to the toilet, brush your teeth and come back."

"Why?"

"So I can do more magic."

I complied. When I settled back in my chair, he asked me to close my eyes. I heard his voice drone on.

I awoke to darkness, and an empty house. I felt wonderfully rested, and nothing hurt. I was hungry, for the first time since the tragedy. Significantly, I could think of the event without any flashbacks, fear, or anger.

I got up, found the light switch and checked the time. Three a.m.! The toaster and jug did their job and I settled for an early breakfast--or very late dinner. Idly, I looked at the stretch of wall above the TV set, off now--and the boy was there. So, his presence was not a flashback?

The bruise on his cheek had spread downward and darkened. Otherwise, he looked exactly the same.

"I been waiting for ya, old witch," he said, without anger but truculently.

"Are you awake or asleep?"

"Asleep, sorta. Why, what's it to ya?"

"I'd like to understand this. Our, er, contact is beyond my experience. It's uncanny."

"What the f-- does 'uncanny' mean?"

"Beyond explanation... supernatural. Look it up in a dictionary tomorrow."

"F-- off! We don't have no dictionary in this garbage dump!"

"Why do you stay? Many kids your age have run away from abusive homes."

The look of pain on his face made me want to reach out to him, but his words spoiled it. "It's none of your f--n business, bitch."

"Of course not, but since we're forced to talk with each other, it might as well be useful. You know, not all people are like those who have made your life hell."

"Then I hate them for letting it happen. Just piss off!" He was shouting again.

A thought occurred to me. "Listen. Can you please listen while I explain something to you?"

"F-- off... Sh--t, I can't stop ya, can I?"

"Yesterday, a psychologist came to help me get over things. And--"

"Sigh-what?"

"A man who helps people who are suffering, like you are, like I've been since you killed those children and the nice lady."

"I don't want nuffin' to do with a bloke like that. What can he do anyway?"

"He had me tell him my story, and tell him again. And now, I can think of it and not go to pieces. So, I'd like to hear your story: what has made you so angry and hurt and bitter. Maybe it'll help you in the same way."

He was silent for a long time, head hanging down, face closed. "Why the f--would ya wanna help me, like?"

"You're suffering. It's what decent people do: ease pain when they can." 

"I sure ain't met many decent people. Here, people put the boot in."

"I've asked you this before. Why do you stay?"

"'Cause I ain't got nowhere else to go. 'Cause f--n Bruce will bash the sh--t outa Tommy. 'Cause he'll find me and rip off me prick and choke me with it. 'Cause... oh, f-- off!"

"Look, since we seem to have this nightly contact, we might as well introduce ourselves. I'm Sylvia."

"And if I tell ya me name, ya tell the pigs."

"Pigs? Oh, police. You can just tell me your given name."

"Yeah, right. Me mother calls me 'That Bastard'. Will that do?"

"You mentioned Tommy. Who is he?"

"F--, you like asking questions, don't ya? Me brother, sort of. Same mother, but who the f--knows who his father is, or mine for that matter."

"How old is he?"

"Six."

"So you're staying in hell to protect the one person in the world you love?"

"Love? F-- off!" But the expression on his face told another story.

"Any other brothers or sisters?"

"What are ya, some kind of copper or something?"

"No, but I was wondering how many of your family may be at risk."

"Me mother's had three daughters too, but they've pissed orf. Ain't seen them for years. They was working...oh, ya wouldn't understand that. Prostitutes. So, they're fine, ya don't hafta worry 'bout them."

I did my best not to cry. "If you wanted to kill somebody, why wasn't it that Bruce? Why strangers, little kids like your brother?"

Unfortunately, this went down the wrong way. I got a tirade that went on and on, so I switched off. I closed my eyes, and when I opened them again, he'd disappeared and the sun shone through the window.

After going through my morning routine, I got out my typewriter. I know, people don't have those any more, but I was a perfectly good typist and secretary for forty years, and feel no need to exchange a useful tool for a computer. After some thought, I typed what I knew about the boy's family situation, and picked up the phone to call Jemima...and put it down again.

What would happen if he was caught? And what would happen to Tommy?

Soon after, Vlad phoned, offering another visit, and of course I eagerly accepted. He arrived within an hour. I showed him the information, and explained my dilemma.

"I understand where you are," he said. "You're a sort of therapist to this boy, and you have intuitively taken the ethical stance of confidentiality."

"That's it exactly! Only, I didn't realise it."

"All right, Sylvia. Let's analyse this. If you give this information to the police, and he is caught as a result, what's the worst possible outcome, the best possible outcome, and the most likely outcome?

I had to think. "The best possible outcome is if he and his brother are removed from their mother. He goes to a correctional institution where he is rehabilitated and taught to be a decent human being. The six-year-old is placed in foster care with a loving family, and grows up decent."

"And the worst?"

"Hmm. Violence during the arrest. He, or this Bruce, or both, hurt other people, including the police. He may die as he has threatened."

"What's the most likely outcome?"

"The police handle it well and arrest him. They take Tommy away. Tommy gets therapy from someone like you, and is placed in foster care. But the big boy goes where he is just one of a bunch of violent juveniles, and is even more brutalised. He lives a life of crime until he dies, all too young."

"Let's repeat this for what happens if he is never found."

"Worst case? Hmm... Bruce, or his replacement, kills the boys and their mother, or beats them so badly they're handicapped for life, or the boy kills Bruce. Best case? Let's see... They survive until Tommy is maybe ten or twelve, then they run away. They'll live on the streets engaging in crime, abusing whatever drugs they can get their hands on, in and out of jail. They form temporary partnerships with women, and treat them the same way." I had to shudder.

"So, what's your best course of action?"

I didn't need to think. "Give the police the information."

"In my profession I need to keep confidentiality, except if I believe a person is going to harm himself or others, or damage property. Then I need to report it."

"Why didn't you advise me to do that?"

"Because now you own the decision."

I phoned Jemima.
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 slept through the next night, without seeing the boy on the wall.

Sally Gibson rang my doorbell about 10 a.m. She lives in the unit directly opposite me across the street, a widow in her 60s whose delight is helping others. "Hi Sylvia," she said, walking in. "I've heard about the tragedy last Friday, and thought I'd come over and see how you are."

"Thanks Sally. I'll put on the jug."

"As always."

We shared a smile.

"I found a hand-delivered card in your letterbox." She followed me to the kitchen and handed me the envelope. I was trained in my youth that it's rude to pay attention to anything but your visitor, so I put it on the tray of tea things and carried it into the living room. Sally and I shared a few minutes of companionship before she left.

I opened the letter. It was an invitation to a memorial service for the victims on Friday, a week from the tragedy. Looking at the polite words penned by a strong hand, I was suddenly back there again. I stood on the crossing, saw the mangled bodies, smelled the blood and petrol fumes, felt the wind of the car as it flashed past my face. I found myself, shaking, covered in sweat, eyes swimming with tears. All Vlad's good work undone.

Almost immediately, I heard the boy's voice. "What the f--, can't ya leave me alone even in daytime?"

I looked up. At first I thought he was blurry, then I realised the image, whatever, was sharp as reality; it was my eyes that were filled with tears. I took off my glasses and cleaned them, and wiped the tears away.

He stood there, glowering down at me, in a dirty, scruffy, once-white shirt and grey trousers.

At this moment, I felt no pity or compassion for him, only a livid anger. "How dare you speak to me like that!" I shouted. "Get out of my mind, out of my life!"

He grinned. "Hey, the old crone's got spirit. And yeah, I'll get outa yer life if ya get outa mine. Anyway, I'm at school, sorta asleep with me eyes open. I'm good at that, and nobody gives a f--. I mean, no kid would dare, I'd belt the sh--t outa them, and the f--n teacher's given up. I'm here because it's more trouble not to be."

"So, are you speaking aloud to me?"

"Nah, I never have. I just think. Are ya speaking aloud to me?"

"I've been, all the time." I decided to try an experiment, and merely thought the words I wanted to say: "Now I am speaking without sound. Can you hear it?"

"Yup. I can see ya too, collapsed like a heap of sh--t on this armchair thing, and at the same time I can see stuff here too, like."

"Remarkable."

"Yeah. Now what?"

"I've been invited to a memorial service for the people you killed."

"Like a funeral?"

"Yes."

"I ain't going. You can give me...what's the word?"

"Apologies."

"Yeah, right."

"Do you care?"

"Nah. I'd off the whole bloody world if I could. Blow it all up."

"Including Tommy?"

"F--, you're a nasty bitch!" He suddenly disappeared.

Shaken, I struggled to my feet and went to make another pot of tea.

Half an hour later, as I was tidying my bedroom, he suddenly stood there again with a smoking cigarette in his hand. "I'm in the toilet, like, so nobody can see me," he said. He took a puff, breathing it deep, then trickling it out through his nose. "I'm getting good at this. OK, so ya got me in trouble."

"I did?"

"Yeah. I was talking with ya, like, and the class ended. And the f--n teacher noticed me sitting there like a nong while the other kids pissed orf."

"And?"

"He started on me, so I told him to put his head up his a--hole, so I had a f--n lecture from the high-and-mighty principal, and detention for a week." He finished the cigarette with a deep draw, dropped the butt and put his foot on it.

I winced, thinking of the carpet, but stayed with the issue. "You know, if something doesn't work, do something else. There are other ways of dealing with situations than the way Bruce does."

"Bruce? What the f--?"

"You're doing things the way he does. You react badly when he abuses you. Why do you expect it to work when you do it to others?"

"Don't know what the f--you mean."

"When you do something he doesn't like, he verbally abuses you and uses violence. That seems to be your pattern too."

"Sh--t, ya want me to have people walk all over me? No way!"

"Nobody walks all over me, but I don't abuse people. I stand up for my rights without trampling on those of others."

"Yeah, you and me live in different worlds. And now who the f--will pick Tommy up from school?"

I had a thought. "You know, you could go back to the principal and explain this problem. Do it politely, without any swear words, in a level tone of voice, and see what happens."

He disappeared. To my surprise and relief, there was no sign of the cigarette butt, and no burn hole in the carpet.

I immediately phoned Jemima and passed on the new information.

She said, "We've been going to all the nearby high schools already, so far without luck. But thanks. I'll keep you posted."

I called Dr Vlad, too, but only got a message service.

I decided I had to get out of the house. I hadn't done so for days, since Friday, since the... No, I wasn't going to hide any more. Since the children and Naomi were killed. I got my wheelie frame, and marched--well, slow-marched--out the door. I needed to stock up on a few groceries. Besides... if telling the story was curative, maybe visiting the place would be, too?

I quaked at the thought, but did it anyway. Soon, I stood between the white posts, without their flags at this time of the day, and looked at the crossing. The blood had been washed off. It was only grey asphalt.

Of course, as an artist, I had no trouble projecting the exact image on the ground. I stood there, gripping the handles of my wheelie frame until my hands hurt--well, hurt even more than usual--and just looked.

I don't know how long I stood there, but after awhile the image was merely an image. My heart stopped racing. My shoulders, my back hurt from tension, but now I could deliberately relax my body. Knees shaking with tiredness, I crossed the road and went to the little supermarket a hundred metres past the school.

That night, I'd almost nodded off to sleep when I heard him, "You there, old witch?"

I switched on my bedside lamp. He stood in his usual place, at the foot of my bed. Having been disturbed, I was a little testy and said, "You could address me in a more polite way. Perhaps you should call me Mrs Kryz."

"Yeah, right. Who the f-- cares? Anyway, I wanted to tell ya something that'll please ya."

"Go on."

"I went to the principal, like, the way ya said, and told him that me little brother would be in danger if I didn't pick him up from school. And I tried to speak the way ya do."

"Excellent. And?"

"He asked which school. I told him. He phoned, and yakked with someone to check if I was lying I s'ppose, then let me orf. Gave me a lecture, and I promised to be a good boy."

The bruise still marred his face. He stood in the same T shirt. We looked at each other for a while. Then he said, "I guess I'm going back to sleep. See ya." As promised, he faded away. Obviously, he'd gained a lot of control over this mysterious process.

I switched off the light, but couldn't sleep for a long time, not from distress or flashbacks, but from racing thoughts.

I'd never heard of such a connection between people, and why should I have a link to a vicious young killer? And, I wondered, are all psychopaths like him: hurting inside, so hitting out at the world because they know no other way to behave? I imagine that inflicting pain and suffering could be addictive, if that's the only way you can feel superior. Maybe this Bruce is only a hurt little boy grown up, who behaves the way he learned in his childhood. And maybe I've been given the opportunity to end the cycle, to help this boy and his little brother to break the chain? But how? And why me?

I was no closer to an answer in the morning. I needed some human contact, so picked up the phone to call my daughter-in-law. The stuttering dial tone signalled a message. The robotic female voice said that it had been left at 9:05 a.m. I looked at the clock--I'd slept till after 10! I heard Dr Vlad's calm voice telling me that he would come by at 10:30.

I went through an accelerated morning routine in something of a panic, and was still in a bit of a tizz when the doorbell rang.

We settled with a cup of tea each, and I stumbled my way through the thoughts that had tortured me.

As usual, he listened until I came to a stop, then he surprised me. "Sylvia, what's the meaning of life? Why are we on this planet?"

I'm a practical sort of person, and have never given much thought to such things. After awhile, I said, "Oh... to serve God, I suppose..."

"Hmm?"

"When my son was in the Scouts, they were taught to leave a camping spot a little better rather than worse than they found it. I suppose that says it."

He smiled at me. "Most people give some version of seeking happiness, and it takes me a while to lead them to what you've said. Congratulations."

I felt my face flush. "I don't think there is much point in looking after number one, unless that doesn't disadvantage anyone else. Anyway, I've been happy until...until this happened."

"Your killer boy would disagree with us, of course."

"He loves his little brother. He's never known anything better than hate, abuse and violence. So, is all evil from that?"

Dr Vlad took my last biscuit. I'd have to bake some more soon. "He did evil. But is he evil? Look, have you ever watched a young cat that's caught a bird? They play with it. The only word for what the cat does is torture. If you were the bird, you'd know that what's done to you is evil, but the cat doesn't know this. It's just having fun. There are humans like that. They're the ones we call psychopaths, sadists, evil. For some reason, they have the same kind of moral colour-blindness that a cat has."

"So, there is no hope of any change?"

"Oh yes, there is! A lot of research has shown that when someone like this boy strongly identifies with a positive role model, the change can be enormous. And I think that's the answer to your second question: why should you have a connection with this young murderer. How? I don't know. If we had good enough science, I believe it could be explained as part of natural law. How come you have this link, and most other people don't? Same answer. But why... I think the reason is that part of your work in this life is to link with him, and lead him toward growth. In part, it's what you were born for. All your life's experiences were there for many reasons, but before you were born, this connection had been arranged, just for this purpose."

I thought about this. "But why me?"

He laughed. "Why not you? You're a thoroughly suitable teacher. You do know that the words 'Doctor', 'Rabbi' and 'Guru' all mean 'teacher'?"

I laughed back at him. "Thank you, Rabbi. But who arranged this connection? Did this Arranger cause the tragedy for the families of those little children?"

The phone rang. I excused myself and answered, to hear Jemima's excited voice saying, "We've got him!"

I was required to identify him, although his fingerprints matched those in the car. We arranged that Vlad would drive me to the relevant police station. I handed the phone over so she could give him directions.

Once we were on the road, he continued as if there had been no interruption, "Who arranged that you should develop a connection with this young murderer? There is scientifically respectable evidence that you did."

"That sounds like some airy-fairy New Age stuff. I may not go to church, but I am a Christian, and don't believe in reincarnation."

"The Old Testament says nothing about the nature of life after death, and major branches of Jewish thinking accept reincarnation. Also, some versions of Christianity have interpreted Christ's sayings as being compatible with it, too. The Celtic Church was one, before St Pat came along, and there are the Rosicrucians. Anyway, you're a Christian. Do you believe the Earth is the centre of the Universe, with the Sun and stars moving around it?"

"Of course not."

"Galileo was persecuted for agreeing with you. My attitude is, I don't believe anything, but go with the evidence." He stopped at a red light. "Scientifically rigorous evidence supports reincarnation."

We took off again as the light turned green. I demanded, "How can there be scientific evidence for something as nebulous as the survival of the soul?"

"I thought you'd never ask." He glanced at me for an instant, and we shared a grin. "There are three lines of evidence. Fellow called Ian Stevenson and his team are the most famous. I've got a book at home from one of them, now what was... Jim Tucker, that's it. Life Before Life. Since the 1950s, they've chased up tiny children who knew things they couldn't have known, and said things that made no sense. Like, 'Why don't we have trains here?' from a three-year-old who had never been exposed to trains--"

I had to interrupt. "The child could have been told about them, seen them on TV, or someone could have read them a story like Tommy the Tank Engine."

"The researchers eliminated any child whose sayings could be explained that way. They elicited testable claims from the child. In 2500 meticulously checked cases, they verified the claims, although no one in the child's family had the information. Stevenson devoted a book to kids who were born with some physical disability or stigma, and who had strange memories. For example, there was a girl born with one leg missing, and memories of having been struck by a train. Stevenson found the coroner's records of a thirty-year old woman who'd been killed by a train some years before, and the train had cut off her leg at the exact spot. This was a long distance from the girl's village, and before the investigation, no one there had known about the tragedy."

He parked outside the police station, and I spotted Jemima's little red car.

Vlad hopped out, ran around the car and gallantly helped me out. "Discussion to be continued."
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here he was, exactly like in my visions, wearing his scruffy school uniform of once-white shirt and grey trousers. He stood, second from the left in a line of five boys, all about his age. "Hello, old Duck," he said.

Jemima gave him a quelling glance. "Mrs Kryz, can you identify any of these persons as the driver of that red Holden?"

I pointed to him.

She said to the other four, "Thanks for your cooperation, boys. You may go with Senior Constable Harvey, who will treat you to an ice cream."

This was met with grins, as the four teenagers crowded out with a tall man in blue. Two other policemen immediately moved to stand on each side of my boy, although he'd given no sign of wanting to escape.

Jemima said, "Meet Charles Debnall."

He said, "Chuck. Me darling mother said I made her chuck all through pregnancy, so that's me name, see?"

"What about the little boy, Tommy?" I asked Jemima.

"We picked Charles up from his school, and Child Protection collected Tommy at the same time. Also, a Police team have gone to the home, such as it is."

I looked at my waif. "Like Detective Sergeant Johnson, I refuse to call you Chuck, if to you that's a term of abuse. Would Charlie do?"

"Do I give a f--?"

The right hand of the policeman on his right twitched, but discipline prevailed over the obvious desire to smack him across the face.

I continued. "Look, your worst fear didn't come true. Tommy will be all right. With luck, he'll now have a chance at a decent life. But what about you?"

He glared at me. "Don't worry. I'll off meself first chance."

I couldn't help a sigh. Such a waste of life! I'm pretty sure that if a person is determined enough, suicide is hard to stop.

Jemima turned to me. "Thank you, Mrs Kryz. I'll take you to sign a brief statement, then you may go home. Dr Stavrou, would you?"

"Of course," Vlad hastened to answer. "We're in the middle of a scientific discussion we both want to continue."

"I... I'd like to, I don't know... to be assured that he'll be all right."

Jemima said, "He'll be in a holding cell here until a Magistrate commits him, and we have standard precautions against suicide. If necessary, he'll be chemically restrained."

"What the f-- does 'chemically restrained' mean?"

This time, the policeman on the right did lift a hand, formed a fist half the size of the boy's head and held it in front of his eyes. "Keep a civil tongue, kid!"

Hate blazed out of the blue eyes. "Or what, pig? You can't do nothing to me what wasn't done already!"

Tension filled the room.

I spoke into it. "Charlie, remember what worked with your principal? When Bruce reacts to you like this, do you want to do things to please him?"

All the police seemed puzzled, but the boy relaxed. "Right. I'm sorry, OK?"

"Charlie," I said, "you're smart enough to survive hell, you're smart enough to know when not to swear."

"Yeah, thanks Old Duck... Mrs Kryz."

Dr Vlad touched my arm. Jemima led us to an office, while his two guards grasped the boy's arms and led him the other way.

Within minutes, Dr Vlad helped me into his car again. He drove off, and kept silent for a while. "How do you feel?" he asked at last.

"It's true, isn't it? This is the boy I've been talking with at times when both of us were in, I don't know, a trance? As you said at our first meeting, my visions were open to scientific test."

"I never doubted it. Psychologists come across many things that violate what our culture takes as common sense. Perhaps some other time, I could tell you some fascinating stories. Also, I have a theory about your connection."

"Yes?"

"I won't tell you, because that may introduce a bias. I'd like to test it out first, but are you up to returning to our discussion?"

"You told me about someone who followed up children with memories they shouldn't have had."

"Yes. There are two other lines of evidence. Some people remember past lives during hypnosis. A colleague of mine in Sydney called Peter Ramster is one of many therapists who got their clients to make some testable statements. These were followed up and found to be correct. You could read his book, The Search for Past Lives. Fascinating stuff, and as with Ian Stevenson, sceptics have been unable to pick holes in the rigour of his work, though they've tried."

"Can you remind me, why did you lead onto a discussion of reincarnation?"

He gave me a quick sideways grin. "I can't remind you because I haven't told you. When we get to your place, I want to try an experiment before I put you into the picture."

He determinedly turned the conversation to trivia like the weather, and the carry-ons of politicians.

At home, he asked to go to the toilet, requested that I do the same, then settled me in my favourite armchair. "Sylvia, remember when I got you resting on Sunday?"

"Yes."

"I'd used hypnosis. Actually, that was naughty of me, ethically I'm supposed to explain it and get your permission first, but it was an emergency. I used the best tool for your benefit."

"I'm happy about it. You gave me a wonderful rest."

"Still, I need to apologise now. And I'd like to talk you into a hypnotic trance again."

"All right."

"Close your eyes, and breathe."

I thought, Of course I'll breathe! I'm not in the habit of stopping that.

"Think of your indrawn breath as a glowing cloud. Give it a colour you find soothing and relaxing."

I instantly saw a purple like the magnolia in my backyard.

"Breathe in a beautiful cloud of that colour, and have it settle in your feet..."

On and on his quiet voice droned, getting me wonderfully relaxed. He brought pictures to my mind. No, that's wrong, because pictures are only visual. He created an imaginary world for me and had me move into it. I ended up in a secluded little valley, lush with grass and flowers, and a beautiful waterfall cascading over yellow sandstone cliffs. I could smell the clean mountain air, hear the peaceful, eternal roar of falling water, enjoy the antics of birds and the peace of grazing deer.

Then he said, "This place where you now are is yours as a resource. I don't know what it is, but you've created it to be perfect for you. You're there, but at the same time, naturally, you're aware that you're also in your own house, listening to me. This is because, within our minds, we can be in more than one place at the same time. Stay there, in your special place, and also be here. And now we'll add another place to it, and another time. This boy, Charles. You saw him for the first time last Friday, but you've met him before. Please go back...back...back to your first contact with him."

Vlad stopped talking.

A weird thing happened. I felt myself to be a man, perhaps in my mid-50s. It was all in an instant, but I can only describe it in bits. I had a little tummy, straining against the belt of my trousers--I, Sylvia, always wear a dress or skirt, never pants--and I wore an overcoat, gloves and hat. I looked at the world without spectacles. My back and shoulders felt entirely different, and as I walked along a footpath covered in slushy yellow half-melted snow, I felt a little rubbing in my groin at each step. This puzzled me until I realised it must be clothes against the penis.

From somewhere distant, I heard Vlad ask, "What's happening for you?"

I tried to speak, but moving my lips seemed impossible at first. After some effort, I managed to mumble, "Man... I'm a man. Feel... body... clothes... footpath."

He was a distraction I decided to ignore. Rather, I was bothered by a terrible barking. A dog screamed and roared, and over it I heard a man swear. To my surprise it was American swearing, in an American accent. I hurried forward, past a black, waist-high wrought iron fence, around a corner.

The next house had a brick fence, slightly higher. In the little front garden, a big, rough-looking man had a Shepherd cross on a choke chain he held tight with his left hand. His right hand was just descending, with a belt swinging from it. The buckle landed hard across the dog's muzzle, adding another wound to several.

I heard myself shout over the noise, "Mister, I want to buy that dog off of you." My voice was deep, cultured-American.

The vision faded. I opened my eyes, shaken, covered in sweat. My back and shoulders felt like they were made of wood.

"Tell me," Dr Vlad said, his dark eyes smiling at me.

I gave him a quick summary, adding, "I'd never, ever say 'off of.' I don't know anyone who would, it's foreign to Australians, but I've read that turn of phrase in American books. Odd, isn't it?"

"Let's get you relaxed again first, then we'll discuss it. Close your eyes, and go through the coloured glow relaxation. You can return to your special place at any time. Do so now, and when you feel calm, open your eyes."

He sat there quietly while I did so.

The waterfall soothed me. I watched birds swoop and soar, the deer bend his head to graze, and I wanted to stay there.

I don't know how long later, I heard, "Sylvia, don't go to sleep!"

I opened my eyes and we grinned at each other. I felt wonderfully relaxed, and nothing hurt.

"So," he said, "Charlie was abusing a dog instead of abusing people?"

"No! He was the dog!" I didn't know how I knew, but felt certain.

He glanced at his watch. "I'll have to go, got a client coming to my clinic in 35 minutes. Look, I deliberately didn't talk you out of the trance. It's usual to cancel all suggestions. Go about your everyday life, and when you least expect it, you'll get a flash--his name, the name of the dog, the geographical location, interactions with other people, events from anywhere in his life from infancy to death, whatever. And write it all down."

"I can do better. I'll draw it as well as write it."

He stood. "Excellent. And phone me if you feel any distress. If I'm with a client, I'll ring back as soon as I can."

I immediately drew the man and the dog behind the fence, the slushy yellow snow on the footpath, and patches of white where no one had walked. While doing it, I realised that the dog was very young: its feet were way too large for the length of its legs, its muzzle quite short. I drew in the half-dozen wounds on its poor head and neck.

I had a bite to eat, and got out a few recipe books to choose something to bake for visitors. After looking around my pantry, I decided on a Dutch almond slice, always a favourite. A half-hour of pleasant activity, and it was in the oven.

Cup of tea time, I decided, while waiting for the timer to ring, but well before it went off, I smelt something burning. Struggling out of my chair, I checked. The top of the dough was still pale. But that smell...

It wasn't the smell of cake burning, but a choking, horrid stench. I heard barking: high-pitched, urgent, signalling danger. My eyes, Sylvia's eyes in the kitchen, were open, but also I opened my eyes as I felt something grip my arm and shake me. In the dark, I saw the barest light reflect off Orrie's eyes. She was dragging me from the bed and I bounded out, coughing.

The vision? Flashback? Whatever it was, it stopped, and I was me again, but with a vivid memory of being in the male body, a few years older. I wore pyjamas rather than a nightdress, and it was a wide double bed with a thick cover, which I knew was a feather down doona, something I, Sylvia, have never had. Also, I knew that the dog was female. I'd named her Orrie, short for orphan. She was full grown by then, strong and intelligent, and she'd woken me to save my life.

It was quite difficult to draw a night scene, mostly blacks and greys, but I felt I captured the urgency, the connection between man and animal.

Before the slice was ready, I typed up some notes about both experiences.

While my baking cooled on a rack, I got to thinking about that double bed. For a man like that, a bed that size demanded a wife, and yet he--presumably I--was alone.

Anguish hit me. Oh God, no, she's gone, Barton thought, and the words were in his voice, not in Sylvia's. And I was back, back in Barton's body, Barton Michael McMaster, the knowledge came, standing by a hospital bed. The tube steel frame bed, the room, the equipment were all obsolete, although everything looked new and clean. Several pillows propped up the thin figure covered with a sheet, rather than having the back-rest lifted. She was clearly dying, but I saw no IV drip, no oxygen.

Her hair was white, face gaunt, blue eyes too big for their sockets. "My love," she whispered, then her mouth stopped moving, jaw hanging slackly down.

I felt a sob wrench my heart.

Her name had been Betty Mae, and everyone always used both names. We'd been married for 34 years. As the vision faded, I knew that Barton had found the dog three weeks after Betty Mae's death.

 

* * *

It was bound to happen, sooner or later. I sat on the toilet before going to bed, and there he stood. A wide grin replaced the scowl on his face, without dislodging the cigarette stuck in the corner of his mouth.

"Go away!" I said aloud. I felt my cheeks burn although all he'd have seen was me sitting. What I sat on was irrelevant. All the same...

"Sorry, old Duck," he answered, not at all repentant.

"Next time, you might intrude on me having a shower. This is intolerable."

"Yeah, or entertainin' a gentleman?"

"Those days are over for me. And anyway, all my life, I only, um, entertained one gentleman, and he was my husband."

"Funny ya look to me the way ya are. Me, I'm sitting on the toilet, too, but I can see and feel meself standing in yer place, looking at ya. How's that?"

"I still don't understand it. But my psychologist--remember that word?"

"I'm not stupid! Ya told me once."

"All
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