
  
    A man is nothing but breath and shadow.
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    “Don’t turn on the light.”
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    Amy Bennington turned on the light.


    Under the yellow glow from a corkscrew CFL bulb, her new home looked like an alien landscape. Moving boxes littered the purple-flowered carpet surface. She breathed in an atmosphere of aniseed and antiseptic the ancient alien who’d occupied the house had left behind.


    Mr Ainsley was the alien who’d sold her the house. A widower in his eighties who’d spoken a strange alien language through his shrunken lips. She’d managed to interpret his words on her last viewing.


    “Teem faw a cheenge,” he’d said.


    Time for a change.


    How much time he had left, she didn’t know, but she agreed. She’d made a change herself. Now, standing in the new house, in a new neighbourhood far from the house she’d shared with her husband, she felt lonely for the first time in months.


    An image of Owen in his permanently white trainers, and a permanent frown on his face, walked through her mind. That look hadn’t changed in all the years of their marriage. It hadn’t changed much even in the days after their child had died.


    Six months had passed since she’d seen Owen. Sometimes she missed the stupid frown. Sometimes she missed his dumb white trainers. Sometimes only the trainers came to mind when she thought of him.


    If I can so easily forget Owen, what hope do I have of remembering a child who never lived a day? she thought.


    A chill ran through her at the thought, but Amy shrugged it away. She couldn’t afford to lose another night to tears. She’d vowed her new life would begin in the new house on Blakely Close, far from Owen, far from the memories.


    Not far enough, she realised as she picked up the nearest box.


    Constructed with red cardboard and sealed with brown packing tape, the box had once housed a colourful variety 24-pack of crisps – green packets of Salt & Vinegar, blue packets of Cheese & Onion, red Ready Salted, and pink Prawn Cocktail. Now it contained a single black wooden box.


    Inside the red box sat a smaller, matt black wooden box, about half the size of those that Owen’s white trainers came in. And inside that box…


    Amy dropped to the couch. She’d packed the smaller box inside the larger as an act of camouflage. A pointless trick, but it had felt right at the time.


    Inside the red box, a black box, and inside the black box…


    Amy took a deep breath and started to pick at the edges of the packing tape. It came away like sunburned skin, but didn’t expose enough of an edge to pull.


    Inside the red box, a black box, and inside the black box…


    A Russian nesting doll packed away in one of the other moving boxes came to mind. A childhood gift given to her by a friend of her father. The first doll, brightly painted in oranges and red, gave way to successively dully painted dolls beneath, the last almost sepia.


    Nested inside the bright red box, a dark black box. Inside the dark black box…


    Grey. Her son’s brief life reduced to a handful of grey ashes in a black box.


    Amy fixed on the red box in her arms. She saw through the red, the black, through the grey and into the past.


    She returned to the night in the hospital after Noel’s death. Alone in a room dipped in amber light, thick netted curtains on the windows trapping the stars, she’d cradled a baby who wasn’t there. She’d whispered a name, “Noel”, to a child who’d never hear it.


    Inside a red box, a black box. Inside a black box…


    Memories.


    With Noel’s name still numb on her lips that night in the hospital, she’d ghosted her way through the pine-scented halls to stand in front of a large, wide window overlooking the sleeping new-borns.


    She’d imagined Noel amongst them, swaddled in blankets, his tiny hands reaching up to hold onto her. But his hands would never grasp. His


    lifeless body, wrapped in white, lay in a locker in the morgue, as colourless as the last nested Russian doll.


    Everything is nested, Amy began to think. Everything inside one thing or another.


    Inside a hospital, a woman, and inside a woman, a boy. Inside a boy a heart, and inside that heart an unseen flaw.


    Amy turned from her memories and watched through the front window as the street lights shivered to life on Blakely Close.


    A youngish couple dressed in luminous Lycra jogged out of the cul-de-sac, a thin German shepherd dog at their side. An old woman stood on her porch with arms folded, watching over two fat corgis as they relieved themselves on her lawn. A black cat yawned its away across the garden hedge, then lost itself in the shadows of the only tree on the close.


    Life went on unmindful of Amy Bennington and her memories. Life went on, and so would her life, she’d vowed. A new home, and a new start. No matter how alien it felt, she had to put the past behind her.


    Above her.


    Half an hour later, Amy climbed the folding stairs into the attic with the black box in hand.


    A layer of dusty footprints marked the pattern of her previous journeys from the attic entrance to the far corner where she’d stored her past. There, a pancake stack of birthday, Christmas and Valentine’s cards leaned up against a rucksack bulging with forgotten photographs. Her one-eyed childhood doll, Suzy, sat nearby, her hand extended for a cup of tea twenty-five years late. Above it all, Amy’s white wedding dress hung from a rafter like a tired ghost.


    Amy felt the dull ache of grief and turned her back on the collected remnants of her past, but she couldn’t ignore the feeling. She carried that feeling with her like she had the weight of Noel through her pregnancy. She thought she might carry it with her forever.


    No, she told herself. I have to move on. I must try to forget. New life in a new home. New me.


    The box in her hand disagreed. It weighed as much as the earth, and Amy couldn’t hold it much longer without sadness threatening to overwhelm her.


    She approached the gathered history in the corner of the attic, the box in hand like a sacrifice to some ancient and forgotten god.


    All I have to do is leave it here and forget, she thought.


    I’ll never forget. I can’t forget. I won’t forget him.


    Hands shaking, she turned her back on the gathered past and walked to the opposite side of the attic, where a slanted window looked up into the sky above. She sat cross-legged beneath, the black box cradled in her arms.


    Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow I’ll let go. Tomorrow I’ll make my new start properly.


    And tonight?


    Amy rocked back and forth, an unsung lullaby running through her head.


    Go to sleep. Go to sleep. Go to sleep, little baby.


    I wish he was alive, she thought. I wish. I wish. I wish he was alive.


    She searched for a star to make her wish upon, but a starless sky looked down at her.


    I wish. I wish. IwishIwishIwish.


    “Noel,” she whispered, through fresh tears.


    The wind howled across Blakely Close, and the street lights flickered off and on again as if in answer.
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    The howling wind broke Amy from her thoughts. She wiped the tears from her eyes, then carefully placed the black box containing Noel’s ashes on the attic floor.


    Tomorrow, she thought as she walked back to the window. Tomorrow.


    Amy stared out onto Blakely Close. Before her, the lonely oak crackled under the blowing wind. The street lights blinked nervously. A wind chime screamed, then lost its voice as the gale tore it off its hooks.


    From the mouth of the cul-de-sac, the running couple emerged, their barking German shepherd dog whirling around them.


    “Colonel! Stop that now. Bad boy,” the running woman shouted.


    The dog twisted on its lead, trying to break free in one moment, then biting at the wind the next.


    “Colonel! What’s got into you? Stop that!” She yanked hard, and the dog came up off its paws.


    Amy gritted her teeth and stepped back from the window. The running woman reached five feet in height, and it didn’t look like she could pull a full-grown dog off its feet, but reality proved the opposite. Amy feared the dog might choke to death if the woman gave a few more yanks.


    “Colonel!” the running woman shouted.


    Amy stepped toward the window, ready to reveal herself if it would help stop the torture. Even a quick whistle might distract the woman long enough to save the poor dog from a hanging.


    She had no need to interrupt. The running woman let the lead go, and the German shepherd landed back on its paws.


    “Will you stop it? Stop it right now. Bad boy!”


    The dog looked confused, but not for long, as it started barking and biting again a few seconds later.


    The running woman turned to her partner. “It’s your fault he’s like this, David. I said we needed to get him trained, didn’t I? Didn’t I?”


    The running man, David, looked everywhere but at the woman next to him. He lowered his head and nodded like a guilty school boy.


    “I was all for a cat, but no, David wants a dog, so David gets a dog.”


    David nodded.


    “All you had to do was—”


    The howling wind robbed the words from her mouth. An angry look crossed her face, and Amy thought the woman might start shouting at the wind as she had her husband and the dog. Then the lights went off.


    One by one the street lights on Blakely Close blinked out. Darkness spread like spilled oil and swallowed the running couple and their dog whole, along with all their noise.


    Amy hugged herself against a sudden chill in her bones.


    The lights would come back on soon, she reassured herself. More than likely the high winds had damaged a local power station. It had happened before in her old neighbourhood, and the utility company had the lights back on in fifteen minutes.


    The thoughts couldn’t reassure her as she stared into the darkness. Blakely Close had disappeared in the black. Beyond the cul-de-sac, the lights of the town twinkled and flickered like faint, unreachable stars.


    A familiar and dreadful loneliness crept into Amy. She’d felt it the first night in the hospital after Noel’s death, when a crazy notion had entered her mind she was the only survivor after the end of the world. She’d pictured herself shuffling through lonely corridors in a lonely hospital, then out onto streets just as lonely. She’d seen herself walking forever in an empty world, and part of her had welcomed such a future after the death of her child.


    Not any longer. Dread suffused her. The loneliness felt real, not a figment of grief and imagination. In the blacked out and silent neighbourhood only she existed now, and that terrified her.


    Turn on, Amy thought, wishing as hard for the lights to come back as she had for Noel to return to her. Come on, whoever it is who fixes these things, get a move on. I don’t want stand here all night in the dark.


    She didn’t want to stand there for fifteen minutes, or five minutes, or another second more with only her nervous heartbeat and the dark silence spreading through the neighbourhood.


    Where are the running couple? Why aren’t they saying anything? Amy thought. People don’t just stand around silently in the darkness. Neither do dogs, for that matter. Why isn’t that dog of theirs barking like it was before?


    The silence stretched out thin and frail as crepe paper around her. She felt herself about to tear along with it.


    Where the bloody Hell are you? Where’s your stupid bloody dog? she thought.


    Amy stepped forward, hoping the faint lights of the town would reach the couple below. Even an outline would do to calm her fears.


    The wind howled, but the light from the town died long before it reached Blakely Close. In the black, Blakely Close no longer existed.


    The light isn’t coming back, Amy thought. This isn’t a normal blackout. This is—


    Her thought died as voices floated up from the darkness.


    “David?” the running woman asked.


    “Polly? Where are you?”


    “Right here. Where else do you think I’d be?”


    “Sorry.”


    “Right, you’re sorry. Always sorry. That doesn’t help us now, does it?”


    He mumbled something near to a ‘no’, but Amy couldn’t hear it as the howling wind muted him.


    Amy reached into her pockets for her phone, but found them empty. She remembered she’d left it charging downstairs. As far away now, it seemed, as the town and its light.


    From the street, the running woman spoke again. “Yeah, right,” she said. “Give me your phone, David. You did manage to remember that, didn’t you?”


    On the street, a bright oblong of white bloomed in the running man’s hands. Under the light, both his and his wife’s faces shimmered like pale ghosts. Amy allowed herself a fantasy of the running couple as real spirits, doomed to run the circuit of the cul-de-sac forever.


    “Just give the bloody thing to me, David. God! I have to do everything!”


    The running man didn’t complain as he handed the phone over to his wife. Soon, she led the way, the phone held in front to guide them to a house at the end of the cul-de-sac. Her shrill, complaining voice haunted the night even as they entered the house, their barking dog closely behind.


    “I should have bought a cat.” BARK. “Two of them.”


    Amy felt the tug of fear again as the voice faded into the blackness.


    I’m alone, she thought. I’ll always be alone. The lights won’t ever return.


    She counted heartbeats like seconds, but time had slowed again in the presence of the darkness. She’d made it to ten and ten again, not knowing if a minute or five had passed, when the lights blinked back to life on Blakely Close.


    Amy let out a held breath in relief. She’d never feared the dark, but she’d never faced it alone before.


    I’m stupid, she thought. I’m not a child. It’s just a power cut somewhere, nothing more.


    She shook the fear off as she descended back into the house.


    With the lights on, the world had returned to normal, and life went on. Her life went on.


    A new life in a new home, in a new neighbourhood.


    She’d made three visits to the house before deciding to settle into the house on Blakely Close. The affordable asking price had spurred her on, but the neighbourhood had sealed the deal.


    No curtains had twitched when she’d visited. Not a soul had visited after she’d moved in. Privacy, the time alone she’d thought she most needed, seemed guaranteed. Outside the house a faded metal sign bolted to the oak tree read: NEIGHBOURHOOD WATCH ACTIVE IN THIS AREA. But nobody watched on Blakely Close, and nobody cared.


    With the lights back on, and the past hidden away in the attic, Amy started to unpack.


    In her upstairs bedroom office, she shelved her books by colour. At the library where she worked, such organisation would equal a sin, but at home Amy preferred orange next to orange and green next to green. It didn’t matter if Charlotte spun her web impossibly close to the tree where Boo Radley left his trinkets, or the Swallows and Amazons rode the river beside the Hundred Acre Wood, they looked pleasing to her eye.


    She finished the colourful display with crystal butterflies from her childhood collection, as though books and flowers contained the same nectar.


    By midnight, her alien feelings had dissipated. Even the faint smell of antiseptic and aniseed had faded, smothered by the fumes of instant coffee and a microwavable tandoori chicken she’d eaten for a late tea.


    The last of the moving boxes folded down, ready for recycling, Amy stood in the kitchen preparing lunch for work the next day when a loud crash came from the garden.


    She jumped, dropping the butter knife from her hand.


    Fool! she thought as she scooped it up. You’re on your own now. No more Owen to run to because you’re scared.


    Like I ever ran to Owen for anything, she thought. He’d be the one running to me, if I’m being real.


    She giggled nervously as she stepped out into a garden revealed under the backwash of the kitchen light.


    A strip of lawn, ankle-high with uncut grass, reached back to a brick wall where the previous owner had left his garden tools to rust and rot. Under the weak light they formed a lumpy shadow, but Amy had inspected them earlier that day.


    Two toothless rakes, a spade with a missing handle, a handle with a missing spade, and several rusted trowel heads formed the bulk of the shadow. Off to one side, a garden hose coiled up around the bottom of a three-legged stool with only two legs remaining. To the left, sat a collection of glass jars filled with brown rusted liquid and strange twists of metal.


    Cat, Amy thought as the crashing sounded again like a clumsy one-man-band, all instruments out of tune.


    Amy pulled out her phone and tapped the torch app.


    The phone pushed out a slab of white ice light that melted the further from the house it reached. The last grey trickles of it touched the back wall.


    Amy strained to see a cat under the new wash. The shadowed, toothless grins of rakes looked back at her. The coiled snake of garden hose rose up as she cast the light out and across it. Shadows grew in the glass jars and turned the twisted metal into grinning foetuses. She shivered at the thought of something living in the jars and turned her back on the garden.


    She’d taken a few steps when the wind cried out.


    Amy turned as the gale hit her and pushed her into the kitchen. She fell onto her rear, the phone spinning wildly across the kitchen floor and out of reach. Then the lights went out on Blakely Close again.
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    The phone spun, and the kitchen flashed under the strobe of light from it, at once illuminated, then gone. Cabinets and doors, sink and ceiling, there and not there as it turned on the floor behind Amy.


    Man, not man.


    Amy froze, her eyes on the back door where a tall man in a long coat stood as hesitant as an uninvited guest at a house party. He wrung both hands and peered into the darkness directly at her.


    And he didn’t.


    A sickening wave of fear rippled through her as she caught the shadow lurking at the door, once, twice, then lost again as the phone spun away.


    Nothing there, Amy told herself. It’s my imagination.


    The light from the phone came around again, a roulette wheel, all bets on everything but black.


    Amy tried to force her eyes closed, but fear had frozen them open with the rest of her body.


    The man stepped forward, ready to enter, but his shadowed foot didn’t cross the threshold as the phone took another turn and carried the light with it.


    Not there! Not there! Amy thought.


    There!


    Not there!


    The phone turned more slowly than she thought possible. The speed of its light reduced to the beating of her fearful heart. It came to a dead stop. A slab of ice white light from the torch app froze the sink and the side window in place. Next to it, the rear door looked like the black tombstones set into the ground in St. Jude’s cemetery.


    Nothing there, she told herself once more, but her inner voice lied. The truth belonged in the light and the shadow it revealed.


    A truth Amy didn’t want to acknowledge. She propped herself up on her elbows, eyes on the black tombstone of the door where the light couldn’t reach. She repeated the lie over in her mind until it lost its meaning.


    Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there.


    Above the chant, and beyond the rolling thunder of her heartbeat, she tried to listen for a noise.


    If there’s somebody there, I’ll hear his footsteps, surely, she thought.


    Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. Beyond the black doorway, the night wind howled, but she couldn’t hear footsteps.


    Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there.


    He’s not walking now, she thought. You can’t hear somebody if they stop moving. But why has he stopped moving?


    Her eyes fixed on the black door where the light couldn’t reach. She imagined a pair of dark, glassy eyes staring back at her.


    He’s watching me like some animal does with its prey, she thought. I’m the prey.


    Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there.


    What her inner voice thought impossible, every other part knew to be real.


    Her clenched stomach was convinced a man in a long black coat waited at the door. Her beating heart acknowledged his dark, watching eyes. The hairs standing to attention along her arms and neck confirmed his reality.


    Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there.


    Nobody but the wind.


    A cold gust of air reached into the kitchen with hard, icy fingers and closed around her neck.


    She coughed, and her breath caught in her chilled throat. She coughed again and again, struggling to find the breath between each.


    Not the wind, she thought. It’s him. The shadow man.


    Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there.


    The icy grip of the wind tightened around her neck.


    I’m going to choke to death! He’s going to kill me!


    Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there.


    Amy scrambled onto her feet, one hand on her throat. She rubbed at the chilled flesh, hoping to dislodge the feeling like stuck chewing gum.


    Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there.


    Somebody there.


    “Amy.”


    She froze. Only the panicked beating of her heart gave her body a tremor of animation.


    “Amy.”


    The voice lived in the howling wind. It nestled in the tree on Blakely Close and rustled the leaves. It said only her name, but it spoke of all the possibilities of the night.


    Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there. Nobody there.


    “Who’s there?” she asked, flushed with fear at a possible response.


    The wind answered, but gave no name. It spoke instead of dark wishes made on all the lonely nights by all the lonely people, when such madness felt possible.


    I wish…


    I wish…


    The wind howled, and in the darkness, she thought she saw the man in the long coat cock his head and place a hand at his ear to listen.


    I wish…


    I wish…


    She had only one wish. The same wish made on all the lonely nights since Noel’s death.


    I wish…


    I wish…


    Amy thought she sensed the presence of Noel in the darkness beyond the door. Her heart beat hopefully.


    “Noel?” she asked, not expecting an answer.


    She didn’t get one.


    All the lights bloomed at once on Blakely Close, and the darkness fled, along with the man, to the edges of the cul-de-sac.
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    December’s chill stripped the leaves from the tree on Blakely Close. It reached now with blackened skeleton fingers for the absent sun.


    The running couple ran less, but their dog, Colonel, barked more. The old woman and her corgis hibernated, and her lawn went without a natural sprinkling for the month. Only the black cat kept its regular schedule, patrolling the hedges and walls each night before it found new shadows to wear.


    Life went on.


    Amy’s life went on, but the night of the blackout played over in her mind.


    That night, after the lights returned, she’d gathered enough courage to search the garden, but she’d found no hint of man or shadow of a man on her search. Only doubt remained in the garden. The seed of a black weed named madness she vowed not to let grow.


    Her worry over that lonely night quickly gave way to a worry of the morning. A week after the blackout, the sickness began.


    Each morning a wave of nausea drove Amy to the bathroom. She’d felt the same sickness in the first trimester of her pregnancy with Noel. She’d counted herself lucky it didn’t last all day when she’d carried Noel, as some other mothers experienced during their ‘morning’ sickness. Now the feeling, no matter how brief, terrified, and confused her.


    Amy checked her calendar in the kitchen. Each month a different butterfly flew over the days and weeks. Amy traced their flight back to the last time she’d had sex.


    Six months. End of July. A Saturday.


    A single word marked the event: OWEN. They’d signed the divorce papers that morning as coldly as if co-signing a car loan. She’d moved out in the evening. The sex occurred somewhere between the two.


    Good sex, she remembered. Better sex than they’d ever had during their marriage.


    Lying in bed with him that afternoon, she’d started to doubt the divorce. She’d wondered if the gap grief had caused might close between them. A picture of herself ripping up the divorce papers lingered in her mind until she saw his white trainers placed neatly next to the bedroom door.


    The trainers told her everything she needed to know about a future with Owen. He lived a life filled with routine and neatness. A messy child would have never worked for him, no matter how much he’d told her it would. An afternoon of sex couldn’t rebuild the fallen bridges between them. A thousand afternoons of good sex wouldn’t cut it.


    She’d left that evening in silence. He’d closed the door on her before she turned the key in the ignition, and she’d wondered as she drove away, if he would cry over their parting.


    No matter how much she tried to picture him distraught over their separation, she couldn’t. An image came to mind of him dangling his trainers from the end of his feet, trying to keep them there for as long as possible without letting them fall. A silly game that reminded Amy how much of a child he was.


    Amy ran her finger over Owen’s name on the calendar.


    I’d be five or six months pregnant if I’d conceived that day, she’d thought. I can’t have morning sickness so far into a pregnancy, or a period, and I’m still getting those.


    Amy marked her periods on the calendar by drawing over each butterfly on those days in black Biro. Every cycle that passed, she’d X out the butterfly in red. All the previous months had red Xs. The next black-Biro butterfly flew in January. Not a chance in the world of a pregnancy.


    It didn’t feel that way. The morning sickness continued through December and into January, despite her calendar. By the end of that cold month, Amy couldn’t deny how ill she felt, and she booked an appointment with her doctor for the following week.


    A week that no calendar could mark. A week that felt as if it lasted forever.


    Amy made it through six days of sickness and crazy thoughts, before one of those thoughts drove her out of the house and to the local chemist.


    During the shyest part of her teens, she’d never felt embarrassment over buying hygiene products. An understanding mother, and a quiet father, had guaranteed a lack of shame about her body and how to keep it clean. But as Amy entered the chemist that afternoon, her cheeks flushed red like a teenager buying condoms for the first time.


    I’m a grown woman, she thought. I have no reason to feel shy about this.


    Yes, I’m a grown woman, but I’m not here to buy cough syrup or bloody paracetamol. I’m here to buy a pregnancy tester kit, for all the good it will do.


    Amy walked the aisles twice before she stopped at the shelves of pregnancy products.


    Am I going to do this? she thought. It’s madness. I’m not pregnant. I can’t be pregnant. It’s impossible.


    She moved back through the aisles and picked up toothpastes and haemorrhoid creams, children’s sunglasses with star frames, cough medicine and powdered flu-remedy drinks, before she gathered enough courage and returned to the pregnancy section.


    Amy froze, perplexed by the pregnancy tester kits, fertility checkers, conception aids, and a slew of other boxes spread out before her. The names blurred before her eyes, only colours remaining, blue and pink, but mostly blue.


    Behind the counter two young assistants with identical white smocks and identical bleached-blonde hair whispered to each other. Amy knew they weren’t talking about her, but she imagined it that way.


    She’s forty, if she’s a day


    Too old for a kid.


    I don’t know. Look at Angelina Jolie.


    She’s not Angelina Jolie, not by a long shot.


    A strange compulsion came over her to shout, “I’m thirty-two! That’s not too old! That’s not too old to have a child!”, but she forced it down and continued her blind search of the shelves.


    During her pregnancy with Noel, she’d had no confusion. She’d grabbed the first blue toothpaste-like carton from the shelf.


    I was excited back then, she thought. I’m not excited now. I’m losing my bloody mind.


    She searched the boxes again. Less fuzzy to her eyes now she’d calmed herself a little, but more confusing than ever. Each product had text in bold on the front next to the brand name.


    Double check + date.


    6 days earlier.


    Accurate reading.


    Proven to increase chances.


    Why do they need to double check? Isn’t one check good enough? she thought. 6 days earlier than what exactly? Proven to increase chances? How could a pregnancy test improve anybody’s chances?


    I can’t do this, Amy thought. Even if I was pregnant, this would baffle me.


    She turned from the tester kits and focused on a shelf of cough medicines, faking an interest to avoid looking stupid in front of the two girls at the counter. She picked up bottle after bottle and read the labels.


    Loosens mucus, soothing effect and non-drowsy.


    For dry cough & sore throat.


    Non-drowsy, soothing effect, deep penetrating relief.


    A cheeky smile grew on her face.


    Deep penetrating relief, that’s the problem, she thought. How do
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