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Im 'animam viventem  

I borrowed the car from Bill who lived next door to us because I knew he worked nights and I 

knew he didn't work far away so he wouldn't have used it to get to work and I knew it would 

be easy because I had his spare key. I left a note on his kitchen table saying sorry and asking 

him not to call the police and asking him to check on my daughter and to phone someone to 

look after her, but only if he could.  

I’m driving on a thin one-way dirt road that has potholes and frost covering its surface 

and it’s pitch-black outside. It's so black the sky looks like the inside of my eyelids. There 

aren’t any stars. There isn’t a moon. Lampposts are lining the side of the road but none of 

them are turned on. Some fog or mist is hanging around like a breath in cold air and making a 

problem of itself by blocking my vision even more.  

The headlights of the car are weak, so I have to lean forward on the steering wheel to 

see further than a meter in front but I'm happy for the distraction. The steering wheel digs 

into my breasts and it hurts a little. Every time I start feeling sleepy I push myself even harder 

into it to wake myself up. It works, but only for a few minutes. Every now and then the little 

tin rosary Bill has hanging from his rear-view mirror bumps softly into my forehead and 

every now and then I look up at it. 

Bill told me once the rosary had belonged to his great grandfather. He said a French 

nun had given it to him after he helped her in world war two. Bill said looking at it gave him 

hope sometimes. The figure of Jesus being crucified stared at me from the rosary for the first 

hour I was driving. It had made me scared, but I tried to ignore him. That’s when he started 

hitting me on the head. Bill told me that the rosary was over two hundred years old and was 

made in France. He told me he didn’t know what his great grandfather had done to help the 

nun. His grandfather wouldn’t talk about it and then he died. 
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The rosary is small, only the size of a finger but the figure of Jesus on it is very 

detailed. Every time he bumps into me I notice something new about his body. His face is 

twisted from the pain of it all. His mouth hangs open like he's screaming and his tongue 

pokes through cut lips. His head is tilted to the side and his eyes are wide open. In tiny letters 

underneath him, it says something that I read in quick glances. It says Im 'animam viventem, 

which I think is Latin, but I don't know. When I try to say the words it feels like they get 

tangled against my teeth. I can’t pronounce them. They swing around the car in vain on the 

rosary and beat against my head. I don't try to say them again. 

Occasionally I start to feel sorry about taking Bill's car and I almost wish I could get it 

back to him. But then I stop thinking about it because the decision has been made and I don’t 

want to unmake it. 

* 

I lay awake for several nights thinking about the decision before I made it. My daughter woke 

me up crying one of those nights and I almost rolled over to wake up Harry before I 

remembered he was gone so I rolled out of the bed instead. I made our daughter a drink and 

she told me about the nightmare she'd had, and I kissed her cheek and almost cried because I 

wanted to care, and I didn't. When she went back to sleep her body curled up around itself 

and she sucked her thumb noisily. She looked like a little ugly version of me, I thought and 

then I thought maybe I was just biased, and I brushed her hair back from her face. 

I went back to my room after that and I stood by the window. My room was on the 

bottom floor of the house and it looked out onto the front lawn. It was autumn and so the 

lawn was covered in orange leaves. There was some frost on the leaves and grass. No one had 

cut the grass and it was long. The street was empty and no cars passed the house. I stood 

there and stared at it all out there. I started shaking my fist at the autumn season and the 
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autumn leaves and the frost and the uncut grass and the empty street. I shook my fist because 

I felt like I was standing under a huge black wave. I shook my fist and I cried silently into my 

other hand and I felt sorry for my daughter because of what I was thinking of doing. I cursed 

God and I prayed that someone would burn him alive. Damn you, God for giving that little 

girl a mom like me and a dad like Harry. What were you thinking? Damn you for making me 

so selfish and cruel when I want to be kind and loving. Damn you. Damn you. Damn you. 

Damn you. Damn you. And then I stopped crying for our daughter and I was just crying for 

myself and I stopped shaking my fist at the sky and I hit myself in the breast instead and the 

pain was good, and it stopped me crying. I went back to bed and I lay on my back and I felt a 

little better. 

I spent a few nights thinking about Harry before I made my decision. Harry was a 

good man once I think and then maybe one day he woke up and he just wasn't anymore. He 

used to insist on driving our daughter to school and he used to make her breakfast and he 

used to make me breakfast. He insisted on doing things to make us all happy. When we met I 

was twenty-three and I was scared about growing old and I was working in my dad’s office. 

Harry was twenty-four. He was a bricklayer. His family were catholic and mine were 

Christian. They never met. Neither of us were religious but I used to pray sometimes when 

my heart would ache. We used to drive around in his truck and lie in the flatbed. We used to 

listen to music. He loved music and would sing me songs by artists from the sixties. 

One day he told me he loved me and because I didn't know what to say, I said it back. 

When he asked me to move in with him it was the same. I left my dad’s office and started 

working in a fish tackle shop. We moved in with each other and I got pregnant. I realised 

when I got pregnant that I was twenty-five and that scared me more than being pregnant. 
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Harry was excited. He said he'd been thinking about a family for a while and I said 

you have one. He always rolled his eyes at that. He didn't like going to see his family. He said 

they were fanatics about religion. He didn't like religion. He said he'd read Freud and couldn't 

believe in stuff like that anymore. 

The pregnancy was long and when it was over I was twenty-six. Sometimes I spelt 

my age out with my tongue and felt the letters trip out of my mouth like little girls in spring. 

  I thought our daughter was beautiful when she was born, and I was happy for a while. 

Harry got even kinder and it was good. I felt like we were a family and family is good. 

Family is good, I thought, and I stopped thinking about getting older so much. I stopped 

spelling out my age on the tip of my tongue. 

Bill introduced himself as our neighbour when we moved into our house and we all 

became friends. He used to watch our daughter when me and Harry would go out and we 

couldn't find a babysitter. Our daughter said he was a nice man. Harry agreed. I agreed. He 

was a man in his mid-thirties who liked to say his hobby was going to work. He was a postal 

clerk and he worked long nights. He said he liked working nights. He said he liked working 

long nights even more. He drank a lot. Sometimes he'd go to work drunk and he said nobody 

could ever tell. He promised to never drink when watching our daughter, but I suspected he 

always did. Sometimes he'd come out with me and Harry when we could find a babysitter 

and we'd all get drunk together in the flatbed of Harry's truck.  

‘Family is good,’ I used to say out loud to anyone who would listen, ‘but sometimes 

good isn't very fun.’ I said it sometimes to myself and it always made me feel a little better. 

Some mornings I would wake up and I wouldn't know if I was even alive. I would look at 

myself in the mirror and I would pinch my stomach and I would have a shower until I was 

sure that I was still alive. 
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Our daughter got older and so did I. I turned thirty and I left the tackle shop and I got 

a job as an accountant. I preferred the accountant job. It gave me more to think about. The 

days passed quicker. It was more money as well which was helpful because Harry's work had 

dried up. He'd left the company he'd been with to be more independent and to get more 

money. He made a lot less money. He had to work part-time at a factory to make extra money 

and he liked to tell me about how hard he was working. I liked to tell him that he didn't need 

to work that hard. We didn't need the money that badly. He ignored me and did what he 

wanted and drank a bit more than usual. 

Our daughter was seven when Harry left. I was surprised when Harry left. He left his 

mobile phone and a note on his pillow that said 'Goodbye, I had to go. I was too unhappy.' He 

didn't take anything with him. He left everything. Harry always seemed happy to me. I didn’t 

know anything I suppose. I didn't cry but our daughter did for a while. I wondered where he'd 

gone. I wandered around the house for a few days after he left looking under the beds and in 

the cupboards and wardrobes. I thought maybe he was just hiding in one as a joke. His 

parents came by a week after he left, and they patted my shoulder and hugged their 

granddaughter. She pressed her red and swollen face against their stomachs when they 

hugged her. They wiped their jumpers after. They said Harry had borrowed money from them 

before he left, and they said sorry. They said they didn't know he'd borrowed the money to 

leave. They waved their hands around when they said leave like they were trying to wave 

away something that wouldn't leave them alone. I asked them to stop waving and our 

daughter cried. They asked if I would be alright looking after her on my own and I said I 

would be fine. I thought I would be fine. I asked them if they knew where Harry had gone. 

They shook their heads and said sorry again before leaving. 

* 
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I drive past a sign on the side of the dirt road but it’s too dark to read it. I peer out the 

windscreen and I look at the sky and I see some stars are finally showing. They wink at me 

and blush and then hide back away behind some clouds. While I’m peering up, the rosary 

swings and hits my eye and makes me swerve. I swear and snap the rosary off its chain and 

throw it on the floor. The chain breaks in my hand and the little balls fall over the floor and 

the rosary and my hands. They clatter off the plastic in the car. Jesus still looks up at me from 

the floor with his mouth open.  

My eye stings and I keep it closed to stop the feeling. It feels weird driving with one 

eye closed. It makes the road seems longer and thinner and darker. The frost on the road 

seems whiter. Everything seems tilted. I try to go around a pothole, but instead I drive 

straight through it. It makes my heart beat a little faster. I stop for a second in the middle of 

the road and open my eye. I blink until it stops stinging. I can feel the little balls from the 

rosary chain under my feet. I bend and pick the rosary back up and look at it. I look at the 

words, Im 'animam viventem. I wonder if it means something like no regrets. That seems like 

the kind of thing Latin would mean. I wonder if Jesus had any regrets. I don’t even know if 

Jesus made any mistakes other than letting himself get crucified. For some reason, I would 

like to think it means no regrets. I put the rosary on the passenger seat. 

I start driving again and I look at the car's clock and see its nearly two in the morning. 

I’ve never driven at two o’clock in the morning before. I’ve never driven at one o’clock in 

the morning before. I roll down my window and breathe some air in through my nose. It 

burns a little as I breathe it in and I rub my nose. I can smell manure and petrol in the air. The 

wind is strong. It blows my hair around my face. My hair tickles me and I let it because it 

feels good. 
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I leave the window open and I stick my hand out and move it over the wind. A wet 

leaf hit my hand. I shake it off. As the car moves through patches of fog or mist my hand 

does as well and it makes my hand damp. The dirt road curls into a patch of woods. I can 

smell wood and dirt. It curls out again. I can hear the sound of running water. I think about 

the sea and I realise I can go if I want to. I think how right now while I’m driving there is a 

shark in the sea doing something like eating a terrified fish or just swimming and right now 

there is a whale singing its whale song. I think about how there is a lot happening in the sea 

that I don’t know anything about because all I’m doing is driving. I wonder if I could find my 

way to the sea. I pull my hand back in the car and I hope Bill doesn’t call the police.  

In the car’s glovebox, there’s a polaroid picture of Bill and a young woman. Bill is 

smiling in the picture and dressed in his work clothes. His hair is longer than I’ve seen it and 

he has a thin French-looking moustache. The woman isn’t doing anything with her face, but 

she still manages to look happy. She has red hair and freckles covering her nose and cheeks. 

Her hair is up the air being blown by the wind. Bill's is as well. They are hand in hand on a 

beach. The ocean is behind them and their feet are bare and tucked into the sand. The picture 

was stuck on the rear-view mirror when I borrowed the car. I hid it away before I started 

driving.  

* 

Bill came and knocked and stood at my front door the day Harry left. He was pulling hair 

from his beard into his mouth and chewing on them when I opened the door. He rubbed my 

daughters head when he saw she was crying. He asked me if I was okay and I said I was. He 

looked at the driveway where Harry's truck had been and shifting back and forth. 

‘Where’d you think he’s gone?’ He asked and I shrugged. 

‘Somewhere,’ I said. 
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‘Everyone’s going somewhere.’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘I don’t know what they think somewhere has that that we don’t have here.’  

‘Something important I guess.’   

‘Maybe.’  

He came into the house and we drank beer together like we had before with Harry. 

We spoke occasionally. Every time we did he put his arm around me and patted my shoulder. 

He drank more than me and he got drunk fast. He cried a little and said Harry had told him he 

wanted to go. He said he was sorry he hadn’t told me. He left after that and went to work. 

I made our daughter dinner after he left, and we ate together. Sometimes a tear would 

fall off her cheek and into her beans. She ate all her beans. She ate them all like a dog. She 

slapped her lips together and sucked the food in. When she got some on her cheeks she’d rub 

it off with her sleeve and then wipe her runny nose. I started to cry for the first time listening 

to her eating and I made my decision. I kissed her head when I put her to bed, and I told 

myself I hoped she’d be okay. I left a few days after that. I didn’t pack anything or go into 

her room and look at her when I left. I wrote a note even though she can’t read properly, a lot 

like Harrys, and left it on the table. ‘I’m sorry, I had to go. I don’t feel alive.’ 

* 

The clock says three o’clock in the morning and I look down at the rosary on the passenger 

seat and I wish I could hang it back up. I wish it would swing into my head again. I feel more 

and more tired as I carry on. I don’t want to stop. I lean forward on the steering wheel even 

more. I don’t feel anything apart from my eyes getting heavy. I half-dream about sunlight and 

black otters as I drive half asleep. I poke myself in the eye, but I don’t feel anything, and it 
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doesn’t do anything. I carry on like this for a while when the lampposts suddenly turn on. The 

road lights up. On either side of the car, I can see more dirt and fields and fences and trees. I 

look around. The rosary falls over in the passenger seat and the light from the lampposts hit 

it. It reflects off the tin. Jesus in his pain glows. The lampposts make the rosary speak. It says 

its words silently in a voice made of tin. I realise I hadn’t closed the window. My heart bangs 

in my chest like it’s muttering to itself. Wind carries on blowing into the car. It seems 

stronger than before. The wind is cold. It gives me goosebumps. The goosebumps are pink 

and they make my hair stand on end. I wonder how I didn’t know the wind was cold. 

THE END 

 


