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The Witch Next Door

Karen placed a shovel next to her overnight bag in the back of her car, slammed the boot shut and
smiled. She was looking forward to what the future would hold.
***
Growing weary after being on the road for so long, she sighed with relief as she passed the welcome
sign to the coastal town she grew up in. She was almost at her destination after the tiring drive from
Melbourne.
Gently tapping her brakes, she slowed as she rounded the bends in the road leading into the town
centre. She was greeted with rows of shops to her left and her right, then there it was; the ocean.
Karen did a U-turn at a set of traffic lights and drove into a carpark facing the ocean. Getting out of
the car, she stretched her legs, breathing in a large lungful of fresh ocean air, and then another. The
sun was shining on this cold winter’s morning. People were walking along the beach, some with
dogs, some with children.
After feeling refreshed from the drive, she knew what she had to do before nightfall. But firstly, she
wanted to visit the house she grew up in. She didn’t know if it was still there, it had been at least
forty years since her last visit.
Back in the car, she drove slowly through the town centre looking at the shops. Now mostly all
unfamiliar to her, she only recognised a few from their unchanged shop fronts. Karen drove up over
the hill, past a few streets and began recognising a few houses from her childhood. She slammed
the brakes on almost passing her old home. Sitting in the car she observed the house, then turning
her head to the ocean opposite the house. She finally made it.
When she was ten years old, she promised herself that once she reached an age where she became
old, frail and in pain, just like her suffering grandma, she would return home to regain her youth.
Looking in the rear-view mirror she observed her heavily wrinkled face and baggy eyes. Her gnarled
fingers were in pain from arthritis due to holding onto the steering wheel during the long drive.
Smiling, she was joyful to observe how well maintained the house was, the new occupants must love
it as much as she and her siblings had. The beautiful old house remained intact; the wrap around
porch, large front windows, even the two-seater swing on the porch looked to be original. Getting
out of the car, she put a warm jacket on. Karen leaned against the side of the car mesmerised by the
house.
Overcome with nostalgia she drifted back in time. The apple tree was still in the front yard, she
could see herself swinging on an old tyre her father had secured to the tree. Her older sister pushing
her whilst her younger brother was up in the tree picking apples and throwing them down to their
father. The screen door banged as her mother emerged from the house making her way over to
them. She could hear her mother’s soft, gentle voice saying she was going to be making the most
delicious apple pie for them tonight. Karen could smell the apple pie baking in the oven, as a tear
slowly made its way down her cheek. Memories long forgotten flowed to the forefront of her mind,
just like the waves of the ocean across from the house.
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She suddenly recalled the neighbour’s house next door. As she shifted to gaze in search of it, it was
gone. Probably long since demolished by the amount of long grass which was rooted in its place.
The witch’s house was no more. And the witch, who knew?
Another nostalgic flashback, Karen saw herself as a ten-year-old girl. She was wearing her favourite
cherry print dress, long white socks and bright red sandals. She was creeping around outside the
witch’s house being very careful not to be seen by the witch. The witch’s house had the paint
peeling off the weatherboard exterior, the garden overgrown with long weeds topped with pretty
yellow flowers.
As a young Karen scooted down the side of the house into the backyard, she crouched down on full
alert for any sign of the old witch. All was quiet, so she made her way to the back veranda of the
house. A black cat ran passed her and she let out a scream. Now the witch would surely know that
Karen was there. Karen scurried for cover hiding behind some wooden tea chests. She had heard
from the kids at school that if the witch doesn’t eat you she will turn you into a black cat and you
would live with her forever. Karen then wondered if maybe she used to know whoever was now
that black cat.
Lying in wait, everything was quiet, so perhaps the witch wasn’t home after all. Karen crept away
slowly from her hiding spot and made her way to the back door of the house. She gently lifted the
latch on the door cautiously opening it. Poking her head in the door, there was no sign of the witch.
Karen went inside and found herself in the kitchen. She saw a metal tray on top of the stove, there
were shapes of brown people on it. Her heart beat faster at the thought of the people the witch had
turned brown and was about to put in her oven.
If she gets out of this house alive she will have to tell all the kids at school about what she had seen.
Would the kids at school believe that she had actually been inside the witch's house? Probably not.
Unless she could take something from the house to prove that she had indeed been in there. She
saw a notebook on the kitchen table. On the cover of the notebook was written Witches Spells.
Without a second thought, Karen scooped up the notebook in her small hands and ran out the back
door as fast as she could back to the safety of her house next door.
Once she reached her front yard she hid the notebook inside the front flap of her dress and walked
casually back into the house and upstairs to her bedroom. Looking out of her bedroom window she
checked to make sure the witch hadn't followed her back home to get her spell book back. Pulling
down the blind two inches, from the bottom to allow just enough sunlight through and not be seen
by the witch, she removed the notebook from her dress and opened it up on her bed. She flipped
through various pages.
Most of the words she could read. There were spells on how to turn children into cats or birds, how
to find love and how to stay young forever. Karen glanced at that particular spell. Maybe, she could
cast that spell on her grandmother? Her Gran was old and frail and in a lot of pain. The spell
involved having to stand in the ocean and recite an incantation over and over again. She knew she
would never be able to get her old gran across the dirt road, through the sand in her wheelchair and
then into the ocean. But she thought, one day she herself will be old and frail and, if she could cast
the spell herself before she needs a wheelchair, she will be able to walk through the sand and into
the ocean and never end up like dear old granny.
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Karen hatched a plan, she would keep the witch’s spell book hidden until she needed it and then she
would use the spell on herself. But where would she hide the book, she won’t need it for a long,
long time yet. Carefully earmarking that page, she placed the book under her mattress until she
could think of somewhere safer to hide it for her future, and from the witch next door.
“Karen, Karen,” she could hear her mother’s voice calling her from downstairs. Joyfully she made
her way down the staircase and into the kitchen. It was afternoon tea time. The table had been laid
out beautifully as usual. A teapot with a green and yellow stripped knitted cosy took pride of place
in the centre of the table surrounded by cake and treats. Karen sat in her usual chair and was joined
by her parents, brother and sister at the table. Suddenly Karen squealed as her mother placed a
small brown person on her plate.
Her family laughed at her. Her mother explained that the nice old lady, Wendy, from next door had
dropped by a few minutes ago and gave them to her. Refusing to eat it her mother went to the
cupboard and returned with a biscuit tin. Karen took the last biscuit from the tin and asked her
mother if she could have the empty tin.
Ten-year-old Karen stood atop a sand dune, red plastic spade in one hand, the witch’s spell book
safely inside the biscuit tin in her other hand. She surveyed the wide-open beach, waves loudly
crashing down, wind blowing her mousey brown hair across her face. She turned and looked back at
her house, aligning herself with the front door, she took ten steps sidewards to the right, across the
top of the sand dune, and decided this is where she would bury the witches spell book.
She dug a hole to the depth of the spade. Looking at the bright coloured parrot embossed on the
biscuit tin, she said, “See you again when I am an old lady,” and filled in the hole.
Karen’s legs were weary after spending all that time propped up against her car reminiscing about
her childhood and the witch next door. She hobbled over to the boot and opened it. Sunset was
fast approaching. She opened up her overnight bag and took out a white cotton nightgown. She
remembered she needed to wear this for the spell to work. There had not been a soul around the
whole time she was parked out the front of her old home. Feeling comfortable enough, she changed
into her nightgown. Grasping the shovel in her arthritic hand, she slammed the boot shut.
Hobbling across the now bitumen road dressed in only a white cotton nightgown she was freezing
cold. Lining up the front door of the house she stood on top of a sand dune, took ten small side
steps to the right, knelt down on the sand and began digging.
As a ten-year-old she recalled how easy it must have been to dig a hole in the sand, now many, many
years later it was so painful. The sun was slowly disappearing, she had to find the tin fast. After
each painful shovelful of sand was shifted she wondered whether if it was still even there. Maybe
someone else had found it and used the eternally youthful spell on themselves?
The shovel hit something. Furiously, like a dog digging up a bone, she used her hands digging up
more sand until she saw it. The parrot on the biscuit tin was looking up at her as if to say, "Well,
there you are." Tears came streaming down her face as she retrieved the tin from the sand.
Brushing the sand off the embossed tin parrot she smiled. Finally, with the help of the witch's spell,
she would be free of all the pain old age has brought her.
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Struggling to open the tin for some time, it eventually opened. The title of the notebook, Witches
Spells was as clear as the day a ten-year-old Karen placed it there for safe keeping. As she flicked
through the pages, the page that was earmarked sprung open.
Dusk had begun its descent and Karen had to act fast before it was too dark to see the spell. Putting
her glasses on she read the spell. Luckily, she remembered she had to wear a white cotton gown for
the spell to work, she also had to wade out into the ocean up to neck height and recite the
incantation written in the book, once for every year of her age. Once that was complete her
youthfulness would be returned and she could emerge from the ocean with pain becoming a distant
memory. “Well, youthfulness, here I come!” Karen said to herself.
Taking off her glasses and leaving them on the sand dune with the spell book and the biscuit tin,
Karen walked slowly toward the ocean. Huge waves were crashing, squalling wind blew her long
grey hair into her face. Unperturbed, freezing cold and legs almost giving way to the pain, she made
it to the water's edge. Water lapped at her feet and she made her way into the rough sea.
She began repeating the incantation over and over as the water became deeper and deeper, colder
and colder. Night had set in, she could no longer see the shore. Using the remainder of her strength
to keep her head above water she recited her last incantation.
All the pain had gone, she felt a new strength, the strength and vigour of youth. She knew the spell
of the witch next door would work and it did! Karen felt light, happy and free as she slowly made
her way back to the shore. Oddly, the sun began to shine again. Maybe she had been out there in
the cold ocean for longer than she’d thought. Surely not that long. The water wasn’t cold anymore.
She continued wading through the water and the waves, her white nightdress clinging to her body.
A mirror, yes, she must find a mirror to see if her face was as youthful as her body felt. The water
was only knee deep now, not long to reach the shore.
Her eyes caught hold of a white object lying at the water's edge. Karen emerged from the water and
made her way to the object. It was a body. A lifeless body of an old woman wearing a white cotton
nightgown. Karen immediately recognised the face of the old woman. It was her!
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