Red omens

For Kim

‘It was there again.’

Lee re-read the words scrawled on the torn paper, then turned carefully. Mel was staring with her bright green eyes.  

‘Are you sure?’ Lee mouthed. 

Mel nodded emphatically.

‘Will you girls stop your idle chatter and get on with silent reading, please?’ Ms Ludlow ordered.

Lee eased Mel’s note inside her novel and went on reading. She didn’t dare look at Ms Ludlow. She was a menace. Worse. She was ruthless.

Recess came quickly. Lee wished she could go on reading her Christopher Pike novel, but Mel tugged insistently at her arm. 

‘Okay, okay, I’m coming,’ she said to calm her friend.

‘You can read that stupid book any time,’ Mel whined. ‘I need to talk. Come on.’ 

In the yard, Mel headed for a shady corner. Lee followed obediently, tying back her blond hair, ignoring the boys’ abuse when they cut through a handball court.

‘Why do those stupid boys always have to play handball?’ Mel said under the shelter of the Music Room verandah.

‘Did you drag me all the way over here just to grizzle about handball?’ Lee asked.

Mel paled. She became furtive. ‘Of course not. You know why.’

‘You saw it again?’

‘Uhuh. This morning. On the wall just above my head. Like every other morning. Only bigger.’

‘Blood?’ Even as Lee uttered the word, she wished she hadn’t. Ugly word. It reminded her of when she’d gashed her leg on a jagged rock at Goolwa and had fourteen stitches.

‘Yes,’ Mel whispered.

‘How can you be sure it’s blood?’

‘Because this morning I touched it.’ Mel confessed. Her eyes were wide. ‘It was all sticky, and red.’ She held up her right hand as if she could still see the stain spreading across her fingers. ‘You know how I told you it always vanishes just as I go to touch it? Well this time it didn’t. Oh Lee, it was awful.’ Mel was shuddered, as if she was about to cry.

‘Was everything cold again?’

‘Uhuh. Freezing.’

‘Did you show your mum?’

Mel’s eyes flared. ‘I can’t,’ she pouted. ‘It always vanishes when I call her. She thinks I’m making it up.’

‘Are you really sure you’re not dreaming this? You’ve been reading heaps of horror books.’

‘No!’ Mel snarled. ‘I don’t read that stuff anymore! It’s not a dream!’ Her fists clenched. Frustration filled her face.

Lee was dumbfounded. Mel was sometimes snooty, but the last week she had become stressed out. Imagining bloodstains on her bedroom wall was obsessive. ‘How can I help?’ Lee asked.

Mel stared silently at the wall. Then, as Lee went to touch Mel’s shoulder, Mel turned. She’d been crying. ‘Will you sleep over my place tonight?’ she begged.

Her impassioned plea startled Lee. Then again, it seemed like a good idea, if a little spooky. ‘I’ll ask,’ she promised.

‘Thanks,’ Mel said and smiled. Then she gave Lee a hug. ‘Thanks heaps.’ The recess bell drove them to lesson.

In the Resource Centre before lunch, when Lee went in search of project material, she found Mel sitting cross-legged in the reference section surrounded by books. She glimpsed titles like Unexplained Mysteries, The Occult World, Supernatural Phenomena.  

‘I thought you said you weren’t reading this stuff anymore,’ she said.

Mel shut her book and replied, ‘These aren’t novels. These are reference books.’

‘Then what are you looking up?’

‘Omens,’ Mel explained, ‘and signs and fore-warnings.’

‘And what have you found?’

‘Heaps.’ Mel picked up a large book with a picture of a burning woman on the cover and opened it. ‘Look.’ She pointed at an article. ‘Lots of people have seen blood on walls and all over the place. Sometimes it even appears on their faces and hands.’ 

‘Gross!’ Lee gasped.

‘Most of them say it’s a sign of a murder, or that a restless spirit was wrongly killed and wants justice.’

‘So you think someone’s been murdered in your house?’

‘Maybe. Or it could be an omen that something terrible is going to happen.’

‘That’s spooky,’ Lee admitted. ‘And you want me to sleep over?’

They laughed nervously. Then Lee heard muffled footsteps approaching behind the book shelves. ‘Time to move,’ she said quickly. ‘Mr Underwood’s on the prowl.’ She straightened up and headed towards the work tables. ‘See you lunch time.’ 

Mel waved and went back to reading.

Friday afternoon came and went. Mel and Lee parted at the school gate. At home, when Lee threw her schoolbag under the kitchen table and asked to spend the night at Mel’s, Mrs Hall didn’t hesitate. ‘That’s fine sweetheart,’ she said. ‘Go pack your things and I’ll ring Ellen to find out if the Parkers want you before or after tea.’

Lee was dropped at Mel’s at dusk. Mel’s house was new, like all the houses in the Jennings Estate. Lee loved visiting it, especially because Mel’s bedroom was upstairs. An upstairs bedroom was something Lee dreamed of having one day in her own house. Mel came out to meet her, and led her into the lounge room to greet her parents. Then the girls went upstairs to watch television in Mel’s bedroom.

Mrs Parker brought hot chocolate and walnut cake for the girls later in the evening. ‘Sleep ladies,’ she announced, as she brushed Mel’s dark curls off her forehead.

‘Mum,’ Mel complained.

‘You know the deal,’ Mrs Parker said with her customary smile. ‘I want to be out shopping early tomorrow.’

‘We’ll sleep Mum,’ Mel promised.

‘Thanks for the munchies,’ Lee said as Mrs Parker shut the bedroom door.

Halfway through her hot chocolate, Mel paused to study Lee. 

‘What?’ Lee asked. She wiped her nose and mouth in case cake had stuck in the wrong place.

‘Do you believe in omens?’ Mel asked.

‘Do you?’ Lee countered.

‘I don’t know.’

‘It might not be an omen,’ Lee suggested, seeing the creeping despair on her friend’s face.

‘I think it is.’

Mel’s quiet assertion made Lee uncomfortable. ‘Oh come on Mel. You know that stuff is all made up.’


‘Maybe not. The people who’ve researched people who say they’ve actually seen things like this think it’s real.’


‘It can’t be. Come on, think about it. Blood appearing and disappearing? Ghosts? It’s

just the stuff we love to read in horror stories. But it’s not real Mel.’

‘Mine is. I’ve touched it.’

Lee hesitated. Now what? Mel was getting scary. But she knew her friend needed to talk about it, so maybe it was better to be interested. ‘Where does it appear?’ 

Mel touched the wall above her bedhead. ‘Here.’

Lee saw the pastel pink wall was unblemished. ‘And it’s only there in the morning?’

‘Uhuh.’

‘Okay. So we’ll both check it out in the morning and see what’s there,’ Lee said to reassure her friend. There would be no blood stain in the morning. Lee knew that. In the morning she could show Mel her fears were only bad dreams.

When the light was off, Mel insisted they tell each other spooky tales. Normally Lee loved to make up horror stories, especially on sleep-overs and camps, but she felt it wasn’t the right time to be scaring the hell out of each other. Mel persisted, though, until Lee agreed, but Lee secretly promised herself that her stories would not mention blood. So they whispered tales into the night until sleep pulled Lee under its heavy quilt.

In Lee’s dream, Mel was frantic. ‘Wake up! Wake up! It’s here! It’s here!’

‘What’s here?’

‘Wake up Lee! Please!’

A punch shocked Lee into action. She opened her eyes and sat up.

‘Look!’ Mel screamed. ‘Can you see it? Can you see it now? Look at it!’

Lee rubbed her sleepy eyes and stared at the pink wall directly above Mel’s bedhead.

‘See it?’

Lee squinted. ‘See what?’

Mel rubbed her hands against the wall and held them before Lee’s eyes. ‘The blood! See the blood! There’s more than ever before! It’s running down the wall! And it’s cold! So cold!’

Lee stared at Mel’s outstretched hands. There was no blood. There was not even a hint of red on the wall. For a moment she felt real panic rising. Then the bedroom door swung open and Mrs Parker came in. ‘What is all this racket about?’ she asked. Mel hid her hands guiltily behind her back. ‘Mel?’

‘I’m - okay,’ she struggled to say. ‘I was - having a nightmare.’

‘It’s okay Mrs Parker,’ Lee butted in. ‘It was our fault. We told a few scary stories last night and Mel must have dreamed one.’

Mrs Parker looked at Lee, and at her own daughter who had slumped onto her bed. Then she smiled, as always. ‘Alright,’ she said. ‘One day you girls will realise that telling ghost stories is silly nonsense. Not that I can talk,’ she added candidly. ‘I used to read creepy stories like Edgar Alan Poe’s by the box load.’ She sat on the edge of Mel’s bed and ruffled her daughter’s thick hair. ‘Was it another blood nightmare?’

Mel lifted her eyes and shot a glance at Lee. ‘No,’ she lied. ‘I dreamt there’d been a car accident.’

‘Poor baby,’ Mrs Parker crooned and gave her a gentle cuddle.

After Mrs Parker left, Mel began silently organising for a shower. ‘Do you want to about it?’ Lee asked.

‘Nothing to talk about,’ Mel answered sourly.

‘But you said you saw the blood again.’

‘I only dreamt it,’ Mel said pointedly. She put on her dressing gown.

‘Mel?’ Lee pleaded.

‘Go home,’ Mel snarled angrily, and stormed out of the room.

After Lee’s turn in the shower, Mel was less irritable, but the matter of the nightmare was taboo, until Mrs Parker dropped Lee home.

‘Can I sleep over your place tonight?’ Mel suddenly asked. Her eyes sparkled with desperation.

‘That’s not very polite,’ Mrs Parker said. ‘Lee’s parents might have other plans. And, we’re going out this afternoon, so I can’t drop you off.’

‘I’ll ride my bike over Mum. Please?’

‘You can’t just barge in like this.’

‘No, that’s okay Mrs Parker,’ Lee intervened. ‘We’re not going anywhere tonight. I’d love Mel to come over. We can do some homework together.’

‘You check with your mum first,’ Mrs Parker insisted.

‘I will,’ Lee promised. She climbed out of the back seat and leaned back in to say to Mel, ‘I’ll ring later to tell you when it’s okay to come over. I’ll see about getting a movie.’

‘Thanks,’ Mel said. ‘Thanks heaps.’ Her expression told Lee she really was grateful to be asked.

Lee’s Saturday afternoon disappeared in helping clean the house and playing with her dog Scooter.  Mrs Hall said it was fine for Mel to sleep over, but reminded her daughter that they had church mid-morning on Sunday.  So Lee rang Mel’s house.  When nobody picked up she left a message on the answering machine.

The only afternoon excitement came when a police car and ambulance raced into the suburb, sirens howling, setting off the neighbourhood dogs.  Lee went outside to look, but the vehicles had disappeared.  Driven by curiosity, she asked if she could go for a walk, but Mrs Hall second-guessed her daughter’s intentions and reminded her how wrong it was to go sticky-beaking into someone else’s misfortune.  Besides, Lee had her bedroom to organise before Mel arrived.  The ambulance siren faded minutes later, and the suburb settled back into the lazy hum of afternoon lawn mowers.

The phone rang at five.  Lee answered, expecting Mel to say she was on her way.  Instead, Mr Parker asked if he could speak with Lee’s father.  His voice was odd.  Lee’s father was only on the phone a few moments.  When he hung up, he asked Lee to wait in the

lounge room, while he went to find her mother.  He was acting strangely too.  Something was wrong.  She knew it.  Her mother’s face was pale when she entered.  She walked straight to Lee and hugged her.  Frightened, Lee pushed away and asked, ‘What is it?  What’s wrong?’ 

Mrs Hall burst into tears.  

Mr Hall put an arm around his wife and daughter.  ‘It’s Mel,’ he said quietly.  ‘She’s been - in an accident.’

‘When?’ Lee asked.

‘This afternoon.’

Lee felt her father’s hand on her arm  ‘She’s hurt? She’s okay isn’t she?’ she stumbled.

‘She’s dead, sweetheart.’

The words didn’t sound real, like they’d come through a filter. Lee felt numb. Was this some kind of very sick practical joke? ‘How?’ she asked.

‘She was hit by a car this afternoon. On her way over here.’

Her father’s hand pressure increased, and Lee let him enfold her into his chest. Mel dead? Impossible. Her numbness spread. Mel was dead. Dead. That was another stupid word. What could she say? How should she react? She heard her mother sobbing. How was she supposed to react? Should she cry? Should she run around screaming ‘Oh my God!  Oh my God!’ like the people in books and movies? Why did she just feel so hopelessly numb?

Her parents took her to visit the Parkers. There were hugs and tears. People spoke as if they were afraid to mention Mel’s name. Then it was over. At home, Mrs Hall sat on her daughter’s bed, staying late into the night until Lee slept.

Sunday was empty. Lee went to church. She expected Pastor Albright to offer a prayer for Mel, but then Mel’s family never went to her church. In the end, she fumbled through her own silent prayer for Mel, not really knowing what to say. Would God listen anyway if the prayer was for someone who never went to church? Then she went home. 

Sally and Jenny came. They talked about Mel. Everyone cried. Lee sat outside after they left, throwing the ball for Scooter. Then it was evening.

‘You can stay home tomorrow, sweetheart, if you want,’ Mrs Hall said. ‘I know what it must feel like having to face everyone tomorrow.’

‘No,’ Lee replied. ‘I’ll go.’

She lay awake that night, trying to picture Mel’s face. There were only two images, One was the desperate appeal in Mel’s eyes when she’d asked if she could sleep over. The other was a twisted vision of Mel’s face when she’d screamed about the blood over her wall and hands. Neither were good memories. She tried to force them out of her mind but they wouldn’t go. Poor Mel, It was all so wrong to die. Then she remembered Mrs Parker, the mother who always smiled. She was like a ghost Saturday night: pale, fragile, her eyes swollen and red. Lee wondered if Mrs Parker would ever smile again. Poor Mel. Poor Mr and Mrs Parker. It was wrong for Mel to die. So horribly, horribly wrong. Tears welled. Numbness gave way to sorrow. In the soft cocoon of darkness, she cried herself to sleep.

School was weird. There was an assembly for all the kids in Mel’s year level, and then a meeting for everyone who’d been close friends with her. The student counsellor told Lee that if she wanted to talk about anything that had happened, or would happen, she only had to come down to the office and ask. She could leave lesson without any explanation if she wanted. Her teachers would understand why. She asked Lee if she was feeling alright.  Lee said she was. 

A lot of kids were eager to gossip, curious to get details. Some, like Sally, were quiet all day. Others acted as if Mel had never existed. The day drifted around Lee. She tried to focus on her work, but couldn’t. A pervading sense of unreality, a numbness filled her.

Tuesday was no better.

Mel’s funeral was Wednesday. The Centennial Park service was attended by people in dark clothes with sombre faces, and a lot of kids trying to imitate them. Mel’s coffin, covered with colourful flowers, looked so small that Lee couldn’t imagine Mel fitting into it. Then there was afternoon tea, and Mel’s relatives, and hugs and kisses and tears, and lots of ‘I’m sorrys.’ And then it was over.

It wasn’t until a week later, when life began to get back to normal without Mel, that Lee remembered her friend’s blood obsession. Had she really seen an omen of her death? Lee spent Thursday and Friday lunch in the Resource Centre searching through the same reference books she’d caught Met reading the Friday before she’d been killed. She read the entries on omens, forewarnings, restless spirits, and was stunned to learn there were so many people willing to say they’d actually seen supernatural events. Even famous people.

The nightmares started that Friday night. A ghostly hand, dripping blood, tore through her bedroom wall. Then Mel burst out, drenched with blood, and rushed at her, like the demented burning woman on the cover of Horrifying Phenomena. Lee woke screaming.

The nightmares lasted a week. Then they stopped as suddenly as they’d started.

Life moved forward. Another school term came and went. While Lee holidayed with her cousins in July, the Parkers sold up and moved interstate. By mid-term three, Mel was a lingering memory; a photograph on Lee’s bedside cupboard. Life absorbed the heartache, and most of the loss.  

Lee no longer read horror stories. Ghosts, and murders, and omens were child’s stuff, she told anyone who asked. But, if she was really honest they reminded her too much of Mel. So she discovered new reading interests, in romance and fantasy. As always, she couldn’t get enough to read.

She woke early one Tuesday morning in November, feeling bitterly cold.  She must have left her bedroom window wide open. When she checked though, the window was shut tight. The morning sunlight was so bright it hurt her eyes. Perhaps it had been an unusually cold night. Shivering, she grabbed her dressing gown from her chair and retreated to her bed. 

That’s when she first saw it - on the cream wallpaper, above her bed head, a discolouration, a red patch the size of a twenty-cent coin. It glistened. When she gingerly reached out to touch it, the stain vanished.

Lee screamed.

