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It was on the day after Boxing Day that I found my father’s mirror, buried among the other remnants of his life. Clearing out the long-neglected upstairs rooms of his house was supposed to be my Christmas gift to him but every time I returned downstairs he would, instead, accuse me of stealing his life away. That hurt. I was trying to give his life back to him; whatever of it was left. The old man hadn’t even been able to go upstairs for years. All that remained up there were forgotten and inaccessible memories.

It was the inevitability, I think, that hurt him the most. He knew this time had to come—the moment when the structures of the life he had grown used to finally became incompatible with the life he needed to live. I had chosen to help him make the transition while he was still with me, while he could still, somehow, be part of the process—even if his part was to fight against it. Against me. At least he still had it in him. Life was still life.

The sour undercurrent to the whole thing was the knowledge that, one day, we both knew I’d have to sell the house anyway. I had briefly entertained ideas of moving into it myself; relocating to the country, stepping back in time. In the end I couldn’t see it happening. It was a few steps too far removed from the life I knew. I would swear some of the neighbouring houses were still made from wattle and daub. My Dad’s house might have been solid brick but there was barely a straight edge to be found inside. It was a stubborn slice of the past.

Just like my Dad.

He wouldn’t even let me stay with him, worried that it might somehow reveal that he was incapable of managing by himself; that it would prove I needed to put him in a home. I wish I could say I hadn’t considered the option but I lived with the ever-present fear hanging over me that one day he might fall, scald himself, be victim to any one of a hundred different domestic accidents with no one around to help.

Perhaps I was the one putting it off, tinkering with his old rubbish while the inevitable crept closer, knowing I should have been down there enjoying my time with him while I still could. I worried that too much time in his company would instead remind me why I had stayed away.

All these thoughts possessed me as I made my way through the upstairs rooms of his house—two bedrooms, a bathroom, and a small study—sorting the memories from the junk, trying to decipher the accumulated detritus of however many decades it had been and determine what was precious to my Dad. 

Or what might be precious to someone else.

The mirror was stuck at the back of a wardrobe in the study. It had been wrapped in a thick sheet with twine around it to keep it secure. I pulled it out, not knowing what it was at first, surmising that something so carefully wrapped must be worth something. I carried it across the hallway to the main bedroom and laid it amid the growing chaos on the bed so I could inspect it properly. The twine was stubborn, the knots fused by decades of solitude. I cut the string and carefully removed the sheet, sliding the cloth away to reveal what had been contained inside.

It was an old mirror. Antique, possibly. Oval in shape with an ornate, carved frame etched in silver. It was something that was made to be hung on the wall, not hidden away. That it had been abandoned was perhaps explained by the crack that ran down its length, an eccentric line running from top to bottom that bisected the glass into two halves. A solid wooden backing kept the pieces in place.

I studied it, knowing nothing about antique furniture but wondering whether it could still be worth something. Money meant my Dad might not have to go into care; it opened up the possibility of securing some manner of daily help so he could, perhaps, stay in his own home a while longer. I didn’t currently have that sort of money but if there were enough treasures hidden in the house I could ...

... could ... what ...?

I shook my head, clearing the brief confusion. The world swooned back in around me, leaving me feeling a bit dizzy as if I had drifted off somewhere. I placed the mirror back down on the bed. I had the sense that I had become momentarily lost in its depths, that what it had to show sunk far below the surface of its glass, and that maybe it was staring back at me as I peered into it.

Perhaps I should have wrapped it back up right there and then and returned it to where I found it.

Instead, I tucked it under my arm and went downstairs.

* * *
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“What’ve you got there, then?” my Dad asked, barely moving his eyes from the TV.

“I found this old mirror upstairs. Might be antique? I was thinking—“

“A what?” My Dad went still, his eyes focusing on something far beyond the TV. He turned towards me; the slow, painful action of a person doing something they felt compelled to do while every inch of their being tried to get them to stop. His eyes landed on me and then travelled down to the mirror clutched in my hands. I realised I was holding my breath and exhaled.

“Where ... where did you find that?” he asked.

“It was in one of the wardrobes—“

“So put it back!”

I had become quite used to my Dad’s variable moods during this latest visit. I knew it was no more than the frustrations of a man used to being in control, feeling his hold over his own life slipping away. I did my best to never take it personally or resent it. I had never much felt like the owner of my own life but I realised the day would come when whatever I did have would be taken away from me by age and infirmity. It was unfair. It was also inevitable.

“No, Dad, I—I was thinking it might be worth something? We could sell it and, well, you could have some money to maybe get some—“

“Put it back. It’s worthless,” he said, returning his attention to the TV. “Put it away.”

I had no intention of doing what I was told. Aside from anything else my self-imposed job was to clear the upstairs rooms, not to put things back. I placed the mirror down, leaning it against a nearby sideboard, and snapped some photos with my phone. If my Dad didn’t want to talk about it now—fine—I figured I’d do some research later that evening, see if I couldn’t find out whether it was worth anything.

For now, there was more work to be done upstairs. As I made my way back up the steps I caught my Dad looking at the mirror, his head facing the TV but his eyes drawn inexorably to the glass, an expression of curious resentment on his face.

* * *
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At the end of the day I returned, exhausted, to my hotel room. I called it my hotel room but it was nothing more than a room above the local pub—The Duck’s Breath Inn (I had pledged to ask about that name before I departed). The owner was an old friend of my Dad’s, which was why I had been able to secure a place to stay over Christmas.

The room had little more than a bed in it, but there was enough space to breathe and not feel like you had four walls closing in around you; which was welcome given that aside from drinking at the bar there was little else for me to do with my evenings. This evening, at least, I had a project to undertake.

I took my phone out and thumbed my way around until I got to the photos I had taken of the mirror. After a bit of predictably distracted internet research, I had managed to narrow down on a few options. It appeared to be in the rococo style, possibly 18th century; although the condition of the glass seemed too good, in my amateur view, for the mirror to be that old. Obviously that crack would bring the value down.

I continued digging, glad for the distraction, until I found myself staring at one of the photos I had taken. I had captured my Dad in the image. He was sitting in his chair but looking away from the TV, staring past me into the mirror.

And ...?

I zoomed in. There was something else in the picture. Someone else. I could barely make it out: the vague shape of a figure, standing beside my Dad, looking out of the mirror. Looking at me.

I flicked through the other photos I had taken, looking for the same strange reflection. Wondering if I could make sense of it. Shadows? A piece of out-of-focus furniture? There was nothing unusual in the other images. When I went back to the photo I thought I had been looking at there was nothing there, just my Dad sitting alone. Whatever I had imagined standing beside him was gone, probably never there in the first place.

I put my phone down and rubbed my eyes. It was starting to get to me; the tension, the cruel sadness of my Dad’s decline, his rejection of it. His rejection of me. It was unfair on the both of us and the stress of it was ... it was warping what had become normal, what we had grown accustomed to, into something else. Stealing the past and forcing the future down an unknown path.

I was tired.

I put the phone away and did my best to fall asleep.

* * *
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The next morning with my Dad went much like the ones before—a cursory greeting, my offer to make some toast and coffee (usually refused), and then I’d press on with my labours. I had hoped to use my visit to build some bridges but there was precious little to build on. My father had never really been the Dad I wanted him to be, but perhaps I could be the son he needed. 

It was several days into my visit and nothing had changed. If anything, the old man was more withdrawn than usual. I chose to ignore it. My night had not gone well: broken sleep, bad dreams. I wasn’t in the best mood myself and found myself grateful for the prospect of some more rooms, some more rubbish, to sort out. Mindless work. Busywork.

As I took my first step to go upstairs, the old man called after me.

“Just a minute. Grab that bottle, will you,” my Dad said, nodding to the whisky bottle sitting alone in the liquor cabinet. “Bring it here and I’ll take the time to tell you something. If you can take the time to sit and listen, that is.”

“Touch early for drinking, Dad.”

He scowled. “You can stick to coffee if it’ll make you feel better about yourself. I’ll take a whisky. And snap to it before I change my bloody mind, will you?”

Chagrined somewhat, I retrieved the whisky bottle and sat it down on the coffee table next to my Dad.

“Supposed to sit and stare at it are we? Get some glasses, boy!”

I kept my thoughts to myself and focused on the one thing he’d said that mattered:

... I’ll take the time to tell you something ...

The time to tell stories was running out for us. I realised well enough that any chance to get my Dad talking had to be seized with both hands. I poured two glasses, leaving mine untouched, and sat down with him. He reached over for the whisky, drained the glass, then began to talk.

* * *
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I was married before, you know—before your mother. It was a young, stupid thing to do. We had a child on the way and the one thing led to the other. Nothing like these days: could just walk off in the opposite direction and no one would bat an eyelid. We made the best of it we could. For a while there I think we were even happy. I worked. My wife raised the child. Simple, just like things used to be. I made the money; she’d spend the money. I never complained.

And one day she came home with that mirror. Found it in a local charity shop, she said. Told me she had to buy it, she said, that it had called to her. She was ... yes, she was peculiar like that. Reckon that’s why I fell for her: she was connected to things that the rest of us let pass us by.

Our boy was almost four by then. Jack, we called him. Full of life he was, inherited his mother’s curiosity for all things. We could barely keep him inside our doors, always wanted to be out staring at things, exploring. About the only thing that could keep him in one place was that mirror. She hung it over the fireplace—just back there. Jack would spend days just staring at it; staring at his own face looking back at him. Staring at god knows what else he was seeing.

Oh yes, I can hear what you’re thinking: how can a child see into a mirror hung at more than twice his head height? Well, our Jack was nothing if not determined. He would move chairs, stand on the back of the sofa, climb onto the table. He’d do whatever he needed to. He wasn’t scared, that one. Scared the hell out of us, that’s for sure.

This time my wife was out the back, in the garden hanging up washing on the line. Came in and found him lying on the floor. Our Jack. Broken on the floor, that damn mirror hanging over him. They tell us he fell, cracked his head on the stone of the fireplace. We took it because you take what the experts tell you—used to, anyhow. I wasn’t there at the time—was out on the tools—so I didn’t know what to think. Everyone was just guessing. 

I blamed the mirror. If he hadn’t been climbing up to stare into it perhaps he’d never have fallen. Still, my wife, she would not countenance having it taken down. Not even then. Told me if it was the last thing her Jack saw then she wanted to keep it there to remind her of him. She was broken after that, after losing her Jack. She was lost too.

And then she was gone as well. Not more than three months after Jack. I came home to find her there on the floor, almost in the same place they said Jack had fallen. Lying on the floor, that mirror hanging over her. They told me she died of a broken heart because there was no other explanation. What do experts know, eh?

But her face. 

If you ask me it wasn’t any broken heart. That’s grief; sorrow so complete it swallows you whole. Oh, she had that, no question, but that wasn’t what was written on her face. That wasn’t what killed her. No. I saw it. I’ll never forget it, that sight. She was scared to death. I couldn’t tell you what did it, what she saw, but when I came home that day my wife was lying dead and that mirror had the crack running down it that you see. Wasn’t there before. 

I didn’t tell anyone—didn’t fancy getting myself locked up—but she had sworn to me that she could see Jack in there sometimes. Kept saying she could see him in the mirror, that he was in there staring back at her. I think she was trying to get him out again, or get in there with him. God only knows, except something stopped her, or she saw something else in there. Something that scared her to death

Never told anyone that and I’m only telling you now because, well, what does it matter now. Maybe you believe me and maybe you don’t. Makes no difference.

Oh, there’s one other thing.

I didn’t take the mirror down right away. I should have done. I didn’t. It hung there for another year or so. I met someone else, started courting—eventually we married and there’s where you came from. That mirror stayed there, for some of that time. It was the thing I had to remember Jack and his mother by. Then, one day, I looked into it and I saw her. I saw my dead wife. Clear as day. Standing there at the back of the room, staring back at me. I turned around; of course she wasn’t really there. I looked back at the mirror and she was there. No trick of the light. It was her, clear as the day was bright.

Then she was gone.

That same day I took the mirror off the wall and shut it away, just as you found it. As far as I knew it killed my son and wife. I wasn’t going to let it take me.

Why didn’t I get rid of it? Sell it? Give it to someone else? Have them suffer the same as I did? No, I couldn’t do that. My wife was in there. Maybe just a memory of her but ... well, I had a duty. I was condemned to keep it.

Sell it if you will but I tell you that thing has a curse on it. It’s best locked away. And that’s all you’ll hear me say on it.

* * *
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After my Dad had finished I could barely look at him. I was too consumed with the unexpected struggle to process the influx of emotions his story had conjured inside me. More than anything I felt betrayed—which laid extra confusion over the situation given his story had nothing whatsoever to do with me. 

And yet it did. It connected to me.

My father had had another son. One that came before me. One that was lost. One whose loss may have defined his relationship with me. I don’t know how he approached fatherhood a second time—maybe it was another accident. Maybe I would never know. My Dad had taken nearly forty years to share this piece of his past with me. He’d had forty years that he could have used to unload it, to unburden himself. Instead he had kept it locked away in a closet. Forgotten.

Ignored.

Would he have forgotten me? Was he that cold that he could package parts of his life away and move on? Did I feel cheated because he hadn’t chosen to share his past with me, even as his future was growing ever shorter, or because I realised now that I didn’t truly know who this person was? The father I thought I had ... did he exist? Had I conjured the image of a father and laid it over the person my father really was?

In my ignorance I couldn’t understand how grief can be put away; how it sometimes becomes necessary. My father had transformed before me into an unfeeling and cruel monster but it was my own confusion that conspired to undo me. I was drowning in it.

“Well? my father asked.

“Well, what?”

“Satisfied?” There was a look on his face that I at first mistook for smugness—he had enjoyed telling me the tale, he had enjoyed that it made me suffer. It was only in the eternity that followed that I was able to see it for what it really was: disappointment. In himself. In the past. That he hadn’t been able to spare me from the pain he had lived through.

In that moment I wasn’t able to see any of that. Everything was obscured by my sense of shock, and that shock begat anger.

And in anger I walked away from my father for the last time and returned upstairs.

* * *
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I sat on the bed, not moving, lost in my thoughts. The fruits of my labours over the last few days had cleared barely half a room and left most of the detritus across the bed. Despite this there remained a sufficiently sized patch of empty space for me to sit on.

Under the bed I had found a box of photos. Strangers. My Dad’s lost family. I hadn’t thought to look under the bed until that morning. I’d forgotten about that place where we all keep our secrets.

I continued trying to assemble my thoughts. My Dad had a wife and a child that he had never told me about. Both had been found dead. The possibility that I was the child of a serial killer crossed my mind more than once. How was I to know what questions had been asked, what suspicions had been raised? Had he been arrested? Sent to prison? How could I know or be sure of anything?

The only thing that gave me pause was the clear grief my Dad had expressed while telling me his story. There was a deeply buried pain there and he had revisited that pain for the sake of ... what? A last testament?

In spite of this, my anger refused to subside. Why had he waited so long? Why had he waited until now to settle this debt? I was aware that part of my resentment came from being excluded for so long but there was something else; some uncertainty that I couldn’t identify and that underlying sense of frustration, anxiety, confusion, was undoing me. I needed a revelation as huge as this to be neatly tied up, wrapped and presented in an orderly fashion so it could be made sense of.

I repeated my Dad’s story in my head, running over the details again and again, trying to fill in the missing pieces, which proved impossible when I couldn’t even spot the blanks in the first place. He had a family. They had died. He had moved on. What was left to understand about that? Apart from everything?

My indulgent reverie was broken by a sound from downstairs. The sound of my Dad crying out. I stood up, knocking the box of pictures to the floor, trying to work out if the crash I heard came from that or from downstairs.

“Dad?!”

No answer.

Absurdly I paused, not wanting to deal with whatever was happening down there. Then the moment broke and I was flying down the stairs.

I found my Dad on the floor, no longer in his chair. He had somehow fallen out and was lying outstretched across the rug. Though I denied it to myself I could already tell he was dead. I grabbed his shoulder, shaking him, calling his name. None of it brought him back.

After a time, I slumped against the chair, lost. My Dad’s body laid out before me, as if he were crawling across the floor, one arm stretched out. I saw then that he had moved the mirror, sat it on the floor leaning against the legs of the chair opposite, the one I had occupied not so long ago, so he could look at it from where he sat. It looked for anything as if he was trying to reach inside the mirror, but the life had left him

been taken away

before he could reach his goal.

Oh, his face. I hadn’t seen until then, my first glance stolen by the dead eyes. What was it showing me? From one moment it looked like he was smiling, laughing almost. Then I would look again and see terror, as if realising that death had come for him at last.

And while his dead eyes stared at nothing now I would swear they had been staring into that mirror.

* * *
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The next hours, the rest of the day, barely seemed to exist for me. There was a stream of people—police, doctors, coroners, neighbours—coming through the door, into the house to talk to me, to look at my Dad. At some point they took the body away and the floor lay empty. At the end of it all I was alone in the house and could barely remember anything that had happened.

All I knew was that my Dad was dead.

I didn’t have it in me to return to the hotel, to answer the questions people there would have for me, to accept their sympathies. So I stayed on the floor. After everything, my visit had been pointless; worse, perhaps. I had caused my Dad to pick away a scab that had healed and how he was dead. Perhaps revisiting that stress had finished him. All the coroner had been able to tell me was that it was likely to be his heart. The undercurrent was that there would be an investigation, that they had to make sure it hadn’t been me. That I hadn’t killed him.

And, the thing was, I couldn’t say for sure that I hadn’t.

I poured myself some of Dad’s whisky. Something to remember him by. Something to help forget the pain. Something to send me away. I couldn’t bring myself to sit in his chair so I slumped against it instead, remaining in the floor where I felt I belonged. Across from me sat the mirror, taunting me.

I noticed it then. The new crack. A split in the right half of the glass, travelling from the edge but stopping where it met the original crack that ran down from top to bottom. It hadn’t been there before, I knew that without having to check my photos. Had my Dad dropped the mirror? Or had he tried to smash it? Could that be the thump I heard?

No, that was my Dad falling from his chair ...

I leaned in, the smooth glass inviting me closer. It sparkled and shone like fresh water under the summer sun. Fresh. Clear. Beautiful. I looked deeper, allowing myself to be pulled into its depths, and then saw them. My Dad, looking back at me from the lower right segment. He seemed bewildered, waving his arms. I laughed, delighted at seeing him, unable to register in my drunken haze that this wasn’t correct, that there were laws of the universe lying shattered and abandoned in this moment.

In the segment above him was a woman. She sat crying, her grief eternal. To the left, in the larger segment I saw a boy—my brother. He laughed. He watched me with delight. Decades after being stuck in the darkness, finally, there was someone to look at.

For just a second I contemplated looking away. Running. Forgetting I had ever seen anything in that cursed glass.

I didn’t.

I reached out.

I felt it pulling at me. Then tearing me away.

I felt the life ripped from me in a hollow gasp.

I felt ... nothing.

* * *
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My dead body lies in sight of me. And now I watch.

I’m in the glass now. Look if you can see me. Fractured moments captured. Enslaved. I know I died but I’m still here. The perfect moment between what has gone before and what is still to come. The glass showed all of us what was lost so it could take what was left.

Somewhere I can hear my father calling. His wife. His son. All of us separated by uncrossable fractures. There’s another crack in the glass. The line that marks my prison. The memories that the glass has captured splinter across too many moments. I look out and I see my dead body. I see my father’s front room. The darkness of the closet. An unknown shop.

I wander between these memories, becoming perpetually lost, never knowing the past from the present. 

Sometimes I see them. The people looking in. Sometimes they see me. Do they watch with horror? With fascination? With curiosity?

They never watch for long.

Until the glass cracks again.

- END -
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