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Room 119 is waiting. And it remembers everything.

When Penny and Steve arrive in Barcelona for a relaxing getaway, they’re expecting sun-soaked beaches, late-night cocktails, and a much-needed break from everyday life. But their holiday takes a dark turn when Steve spots a familiar face at the hotel bar – a woman who bears an eerie resemblance to Annabelle, an ex-girlfriend he hasn’t seen in ten years. Their relationship ended badly... and violently.

She’s not quite Annabelle. Not exactly. But she’s close enough to make Steve uneasy.

Then the noises begin.

Each night, strange sounds echo from room 119 – flickering lights, low whispers, the faint thud of footsteps pacing back and forth. No one stays in the room for long, and those who do seem to vanish without explanation. As Steve becomes increasingly obsessed with the woman who may or may not be Annabelle, the hotel itself seems to close in around him.

Something evil is in room 119 – and it’s been waiting a long time.

Is Steve being haunted by his past, or hunted by something far worse? And if Annabelle has returned, is it for closure... or revenge?
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Prologue
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The Marlianna Hotel stood dark and silent. A voice called out in the distance, too high up in the hotel to be heard from the ground floor. At one end of the grand lobby, bare reception desks waited to be used again; at the other end the hotel's bar was equally empty, with abandoned bar stools and sofas having been left for whenever the hotel might – eventually – reopen.

Above the bar, a large and wide glass skylight covered most of the ceiling. The skylight was made of several sections of glass, held together in a grid. These glass sections were slightly tilted, conspiring to rise toward a central point that loomed directly above a set of tables forming the bar's central area. The bar had once been busy and loud, but those days were gone. The hotel had been shut recently, and abruptly.

The same voice called out again, high above, but the bar itself remained undisturbed.

Until, finally, the glass skylight began to shudder.

In the darkness, several cracks opened in the glass, running from edge to edge. These cracks were starting to open downward, as if reaching toward the floor of the bar far below. Jagged edges appeared as the cracks became wider, and now a dark shape could just about be made out on the other side of the glass. As sections of the skylight began to separate into distinct shards, breaking away from one another, a dark liquid slowly crept through the gaps; beads of this liquid began to form, falling from tiny strands of torn flesh. The glass was starting to shatter now, breaking into more and more pieces as a large form began to exert the full strength of gravity. And as the dark liquid began to smear across the falling glass, some of the shards twisted and finally caught the moonlight, revealing a red tone as a large shape fell through.

Blood.
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Part One
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May

Chapter One

“Did you hear a word I just said to you?”

“Huh?”

Turning back to look at his fiancée, Steve stared for a few seconds in a state of puzzled bewilderment. He hadn't heard a word she'd just said, but he knew he shouldn't admit that fact.

“Great,” Penny sighed, leaning back in the chair and taking another sip from her cocktail. “I didn't need to waste my breath, then, did I?”

“I'm sorry,” he replied, glancing briefly back over at the woman at the bar, then turning to Penny again. “What were you going on about?”

“Going on about?”

“What were you saying?” he asked, before forcing a smile. “Sorry, my mind was somewhere else for a moment.”

Looking past him, Penny peered at the hotel bar over on the other side of the room. One of the waitresses was drying some glasses, while the other was preparing a few drinks. A badly-dressed man – British, she was fairly sure, since his socks were high and his shorts were low – was waiting patiently near the till, while a woman in a black dress was sitting on a stool at the far end and tending to what appeared to be a gin and tonic. Penny glanced up at the large glass skylight above the bar, and then she turned to her boyfriend again.

“I was looking at all those bottles,” Steve explained. “They're kind of hypnotic.”

“Thinking of trying them all at least once, are you?” she asked, raising a sceptical eyebrow. “It wouldn't surprise me, but you're not on one of your lads holidays now.” She leaned over and gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “This is our last trip together before we tie the knot, and I really don't want either of us getting too drunk. We're not kids in Marbella now. The Marlianna Hotel is a grown-up place. We're adults, or at least we're supposed to be.”

“I know.”

“And that's not supposed to sound quite so boring,” she added with another sigh. “You know I hate it when you make me feel like I'm coddling you. Your mother warned me about that, you know. It was one of the first things she told me when we got serious, she said you've got a terrible habit of just sitting back and letting other people make all the decisions.” She rolled her eyes. “I don't want to be your mother. I want to be your wife. Please don't make me turn into one of those nagging, boring women.”

“I didn't mean that at all,” he told her, before taking a sip of beer. “Forget it. I'm sorry I got distracted, but I'm all ears now. What do you think we should do on our first full day in Barcelona? I'm ready to hit the town first thing tomorrow morning.”

“I want to see the Sagrada Familia first,” she explained, pointing at the map on her phone. “And I think we can combine that with the skull house, because they're not that far apart. Not really, not if we take this line on the metro. And we can pick up some lunch along the way before eventually making it back to the hotel for dinner. Obviously we won't eat every evening meal here, but it's going to be hot tomorrow so I'm pretty sure we'll be knackered.”

As Penny continued to explain their itinerary, Steve tried very hard to remain focused. After a few more seconds, however, he couldn't help half turning his head so he could once again see the woman in the black dress at the bar. She still had her back turned to him, of course, but he couldn't help watching her for a moment. No matter how hard he tried to tell himself that he was wrong, he was starting to worry more and more that she looked frighteningly familiar.

***
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“And I really want to see the Miro museum,” Penny said a short while later, as the elevator doors opened and they stepped out onto the first floor. “I don't really know much about him, but Lisa at work thinks he's really good so I figure we should at least take a look. And we'll do the Picasso museum as well, obviously.”

She began to lead him along the dimly-lit corridor, while reaching into her bag for the key-card.

“Can't do Barcelona without doing the Picasso museum,” she added. “It'd just feel unnatural. I always get him mixed up with that other one. Dali.”

“Sure.”

“Try not to sound too enthusiastic,” she continued, casting an unimpressed glance in his direction. “Don't worry, we'll get plenty of time to go to the beach. You're not the only one who wants to get some sun.”

“No, it'll be fine,” he replied, trying to sound like he was paying attention when – really – he was still thinking back to the woman at the bar.

It couldn't be her.

Please...

As he and Penny had left their seats and made their way around to the elevators in the lobby, Steve had been determined to catch a glimpse of the woman's face. He'd told himself that he just needed to see her profile, and that this would be more than enough to prove to himself that he was wrong. After all, what were the odds that Annabelle – the Annabelle – would have turned up so many years later? As far as he knew, she still lived in London, so the chance of them both staying at the same Barcelona hotel on the same days seemed almost impossible to comprehend.

And yet...

And yet, as he'd walked past the bar, Steve had been frustrated in his efforts to see the woman's face. First, the English guy in the shorts and knee-high socks had almost bumped into him, knocking him off his planned course; and second, the woman had chosen that particular moment to turn and ask the waitress something, and that had meant that her face had remained firmly looking away from him. In other words, he hadn't been able to see her properly at all and now he couldn't quite shake a niggling sense of concern.

“Steve?”

“Huh?”

Stopping, he saw that Penny was standing at the door to their room.

Room 120.

“I think I gave you the key-card,” she continued. “We really should have got two, I think I'll ask for an extra one in the morning.” She tilted her head slightly and put her hands on her hips. “Were you daydreaming again?”

“No!” he blurted out, as he pulled the key-card from his pocket and handed it to her. “Of course not.”

“You need to learn to leave your work at home,” she told him. “You promised not to check work e-mails while we're away, Steve. You're not going to go back on that promise, are you?”

“Never.”

“I'd better not catch you taking a cheeky glance at your phone,” she muttered as she unlocked the door and stepped into the room. “I don't mind telling you, I will not be happy.”

“You've got nothing to worry about,” he replied, starting to follow her, only to stop as he heard footsteps in the corridor.

Looking back the way he and Penny had just come, he watched the far corner. He could see the door to room 119, and a moment later a shadow began to spread across the wall; a few seconds after that, the woman in the black dress walked into view and stopped, reaching into her bag for – Steve could only assume – her key-card. She seemed to be having a little difficulty, and she remained in place on her high heels as she continued to search.

He knew he should just go into his own room, but he was powerless to stop staring at the woman. From behind, she was certainly the spitting image of Annabelle, and she was wearing the same kind of tight, high black dress that Annabelle had always favoured while they'd been dating. She was even swaying a little as she continued to root around in her bag, and Steve remembered that a few too many drinks had always left Annabelle unsteady on her feet. Again, he told himself that he had to be wrong, but he had to admit that from this angle at least the woman certainly looked like Annabelle Foster.

Suddenly the woman muttered something, and a key-card dropped from her hand. She crouched down and picked it up, and then she tapped the door before stumbling into her room. Steve waited, convinced that at last he was about to see the woman's face, but somehow she slipped past the door and pushed it shut without actually turning around, leaving him none the wiser.

“Ahem?”

Turning, he was shocked to see Penny standing outside the bathroom, wearing her nightdress.

“I don't know about you,” she said, rolling her eyes, “but I'm way too tired to christen this room tonight. After those martinis, I just need to hit the sack.”

Steve opened his mouth to tell her that he wasn't feeling too bad, but at the last moment he managed to stop himself. He glanced back along the corridor and watched the door to room 119 for a few seconds, and then he stepped into his own room and pushed the door shut.

“Great,” Penny sighed, turning and making her way over to the bed. “Can you try to make the air-conditioning work? If the room's this hot all night, I'll be a puddle of sweat by the morning.”

Chapter Two

“Amazing,” Penny said, standing on the sidewalk and looking up at the huge church. “Steve, isn't it amazing? Can you believe they've been working on this thing for more than a hundred years, and they're still nowhere near being finished?”

“It's... great,” he replied, watching a wheelchair-bound guy in the street performing tricks for money, then turning to follow her gaze. “It's really big.”

“Big?”

She turned to him.

“Is that all you can think of to say?” she continued, clearly a little annoyed. “This is one of the wonders of the modern world. It's going to be Gaudi's masterpiece, it's a huge gothic church that's unlike anything else anywhere in the world, and your reaction is that it's big?”

“It's really impressive,” he said, hoping to turn the situation around. “Like you pointed out, though, it's not actually finished yet. So it's hard to really know how it'll look when...”

His voice trailed off as he realized he was simply digging himself into a deeper hole.

“I just think it's so amazing,” she continued, looking up at the towers again. “The towers of the Sagrada Familia are more than a hundred metres high, and the ones they're building now are going to be even taller. You know, we should come back here in a couple of decades and see it when it's finished. Of course, that's assuming they ever get it done. We might be cute little old pensioners by the time they do. I bet it’s going to be so amazing.”

Looking past her, Steve spotted a familiar figure slipping through the crowd. Even though he could only see her from the side, he was sure that the woman from the hotel bar was making her way toward the church's entrance. Watching her carefully, he was just about able to pick out her side profile; she still looked a lot like Annabelle, although he still couldn't be entirely sure. She was wearing the type of clothes that Annabelle had favoured, however, and he couldn't help but feel his suspicions tighten up a notch.

But why would Annabelle Foster be in Barcelona?

“Did you hear me?” Penny asked, tapping the side of his arm.

“Huh?”

“I said, we'll be a cute -”

She sighed heavily.

“Oh, never mind,” she added, checking her watch. “It's almost time for our slot to go in. You know, you're being very inattentive so far on this holiday, Steve. If I didn't know better, I'd almost be wondering whether you actually want to be here.”

“Of course I want to be here,” he replied, forcing a smile and taking her by the hand, while looking at the crowd and seeing that the woman from the bar had disappeared into the throng. “Come on, let's take a look at this place. And we're definitely going up one of the towers. I want to see the view.”

***
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“It's so amazing,” Penny said later, as they stood at the top of the Nativity Tower and looked out across the vast city. “I didn't realize Barcelona was so big.”

“It's a good job we're not scared of heights,” Steve replied, peering over the edge and watching the people milling about far below. Even he had to admit that he felt a moment of concern. “You wouldn't look very good if you fell from up here, would you?”

He continued to watch the scene below for a few seconds, before turning to find Penny staring at him with a disgusted expression.

“What?” he asked.

“We're in one of the world's most beautiful churches,” she said cautiously, “and you're thinking about what someone would look like if they fell off it?”

“No, I just -”

“I sometimes wonder why I bother,” she replied, turning and making her way to the steps that led down. “This place is so amazing, and your mind's off in other places. Sometimes I wonder whether you're cultured at all.”

“I think I'm pretty cultured,” he said, hurrying after her and following her down into the tower. “These steps are so small. How often do you reckon -”

He managed to stop himself just in time, just before he was about to speculate about how often people tripped and fell on the narrow, winding circular staircase that twisted down through the hundred-plus metres of the tower. Instead he reached out and grabbed the rope, securing himself so that at least he wouldn't be added to those statistics. Peering through the wire mesh that covered a window on one side, he saw the inside of the tower with various ropes and pulleys suspended in the air.

“It's a real engineering marvel,” he said, and he felt that this was a pretty good observation.

“It's totally amazing,” Penny replied, taking care on the steps as she took a right turn onto a connecting passage that led to another part of the roof. “Like, I don't know how anyone could come up here and not be totally amazed by it. Look at the decorations out here. Aren't they amazing?”

“They are,” he said, following her onto a narrow stone walkway and once again looking down at the city. “I'm not sure I'd like to work up here, though. Imagine having this as your office.”

“Someone has to build it,” she pointed out.

Several other tourists shuffled past, excusing themselves as they squeezed into the stairwell. Steve had to press himself against the stone wall for a moment to let them go, and then he looked around as a light breeze blew across the walkway. He took a deep breath, and then he turned and watched as the other tourists made their way down the stairs. To his relief, none of them looked anything like Annabelle, and he was starting to convince himself that he'd imagined the whole thing.

“It's like a maze up here,” Penny said, stepping around him and following the others to the stairs. “I'm glad it's so clearly signposted.”

“Me too,” he agreed, heading down after her. “I know you were disappointed that we didn't walk up, but I'm glad there was a lift. Walking down's hard enough, anyway.”

“Tell me about it,” she muttered. “My calves are already aching.”

Allowing himself a faint smile, he once again grabbed the rope as they began to make their way down. After a few seconds, however, he glanced into the central area of the tower and spotted some other tourists on a different stairway, and he felt an instant thud in his chest as he recognized the woman from the bar. She was making her way up the tower, and – although her features were largely hidden by a set of metal meshes – this was the clearest view he'd been given yet of her face; he still couldn't be sure, but she was looking more and more like Annabelle. Stopping, he watched as she followed the winding staircase higher, and he tried to work out how that particular set of stairs intersected with the one he was on at the moment.

“The view's so amazing,” he heard Penny saying, but he barely even noticed that she was getting further and further away. She seemed not to have noticed that he'd come to a halt. “You can really see so far in every direction.”

“Hang on,” he replied, turning and starting to hurry back up the stairs, determined to catch up to the mysterious woman. He had to apologize and push past some other tourists, but finally he reached one of the observation areas and looked around, but the woman was nowhere to be seen. Still, after a moment he spotted a man in a red shirt, and he felt sure that this man had been just a couple of paces ahead of the woman on the other stairwell. And a woman in a yellow dress had been behind her.

As more tourists hurried in every direction, he felt as if he was putting together some kind of strange jigsaw puzzle.

Making his way toward the man in red, he continued to look around, and now his heart was pounding. He was still telling himself that the woman couldn't possibly be Annabelle, but he had to prove that to himself.

Hurrying to another doorway, he looked down a second set of steps, and then he made his way onto one of the other passageways. Plenty of tourists were milling about, but the woman from the bar was now being stubbornly elusive. He opened his mouth to call out Annabelle's name, just to check whether anyone might respond, but he managed to stop himself at the last second. Taking a couple of steps back, he realized there were still a couple of stairwells he hadn't checked, so he turned around – only to come face-to-face with a familiar figure.

“What are you doing?” Penny asked, with her hands on her hips. “Are you losing your mind? I thought you were right behind me! I had to come all the way back up here, my calves are killing me!”

“I -”

“Let's go,” she continued, taking him by the hand and leading him back down the stairs. “And I'm not going to let you get lost this time. We need to find some lunch, and then we've got to get to the skull house for the time I booked.”

Glancing around, Steve continued to try to spot Annabelle, but there was no sign of her. Or, rather, of the woman who looked like her. Because deep down, he knew that the odds of the Annabelle being in Barcelona were absolutely tiny, and he told himself that he simply had to push the whole crazy idea completely out of his mind.

Chapter Three

“We'd better get down to the beach early tomorrow morning,” Penny said as they sat, once more, in the hotel bar. “By ten at the latest. Maybe even nine.”

“Sounds good to me,” Steve replied, glancing briefly toward the bar and seeing that there was still no-one there, then turning to his fiancée again. “I don't think we should take towels from the hotel, though.”

“There'll be loads of places to buy towels,” she told him. “Don't worry about that.”

She let out a little burp.

“That dinner was good, but it's filled me right up,” she added, before taking another sip from her cocktail. “And this drink has gone right to my head.”

Spotting movement out of the corner of his eye, Steve turned and looked once more – for perhaps the hundredth time in less than an hour – at the bar. Two waitresses were keeping themselves busy, and one quickly broke away to go over and serve an elderly couple who'd just arrived. There was absolutely no sign of the possibly-Annabelle-possibly-not woman, and he told himself that this was a good thing, although he was still desperate for a chance to prove to himself that his fears were unfounded.

“I've nearly finished that book,” Penny said idly. “Remind me to take another one to the beach tomorrow, I wouldn't want to get stuck without anything to read.”

“Sure.”

“Although I've got those magazines. I know they're kind of trash, but I do enjoy reading about someone getting murdered and having their head boiled, or someone marrying some guy who turns out to be a serial killer. Just ordinary, everyday sort of stuff, you know?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I don't want to take my phone,” she added. “I'm sure it'd be safe, but you just never know, do you? We can bury some stuff in the sand under the sunbeds, but my phone's just too important. I'll leave it in the safe in the room. That'll be okay, won't it? I mean, we can trust the people who clean the rooms, can't we? My mum always says you can't trust hotel staff, but you know what she's like. She can be a bit... I don't want to say racist, but you know where I'm coming from, right?”

He turned to her.

She mouthed the word 'racist'.

“Totally,” he said, relieved that he'd managed to follow the conversation this time even though he was still paying attention to the bar. “I can't wait. I think a day at the beach is just what we both need.”

“I hope they've got good drinks down there,” she muttered, taking another sip. “I can just see myself with my feet up, with something really bright and colourful in a glass, and with that nice new sun hat protecting my face. You'll have to help me with the sun cream in the morning, Steve. There's no way I'm going home all red and burned.”

“I don't think there's much chance of that,” he told her.

“It's alright for you, you don't have such fair skin.” She finished her cocktail and set the glass down. “Is it really rubbish if I'm tired? I feel like we should be out partying, but I suppose we can save that for a few nights later in the holiday. I just want to go to bed and get some sleep.” She nudged his arm. “How do you feel about giving my feet a rub when we get to the room?”

***
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“That was really good,” Penny said as she climbed off the bed and limped toward the bathroom. “They're still aching, but you're not bad at a foot massage. Where did you learn those skills?”

“Just a natural, I suppose,” Steve replied, opening the mini-bar and taking out a bottle of sparkling water. “One of those things you hone over the years.”

Grabbing a glass, he was about to pour himself some water when he hesitated for a moment. He could hear Penny brushing her teeth in the bathroom, but after a moment he thought back to the ice machine next to the lift. Getting to his feet, he took the glass along with another and headed to the door.

“I'm going to get some ice.”

“What was that?”

“Ice.”

He opened the door and stepped out into the corridor, and then he turned to look through to the bathroom.

“From the machine.”

“I don't think it's working.”

“I'm sure it is,” he replied. “Whatever. I'll find some from somewhere.”

“Don't be shocked if I'm fast asleep when you get back,” she muttered, before spitting into the sink and rinsing her toothbrush. “I want to be raring to go in the morning. After the year we've had, I think we more than deserve some time on that beach.”

“I really won't be long,” he said, before shutting the door and making his way along the corridor.

By the time he reached the ice machine, he was no longer thinking about the beach. He passed room 119 just before he got to the lift, and he tried to seem relaxed and nonchalant as he glanced over his shoulder. The door to room 119 was shut, and everything seemed normal, although to be fair he wasn't entirely sure what he'd been expecting. He heard a loud gurgling sound, and then he looked down and saw that no ice had emerged from the machine. He tried again, then again, but each time the result was the same, and finally he realized that Penny's assessment had been correct. Evidently the ice machine wasn't working, but he figured he could do without.

He turned to go back to the room, and then he stopped as he saw the door to room 119 again.

Although he'd come to believe that his assumptions were wrong, he still found himself wondering whether – by some bizarre twist of fate – the woman in that room might in fact be Annabelle Foster. The same Annabelle Foster he'd dated many years earlier, who'd made his life a living hell for so long. She'd been a pretty conniving person, given to playing cruel emotional tricks, but even she would have been unable to orchestrate a meeting in a Barcelona hotel so many years later. And sure, coincidences happened, but there was a limit.

He briefly considered knocking on the door to room 119 and confirming that the woman wasn't Annabelle, but he knew that would be crazy. As he looked down at the glasses in his hands, however, he realized that he still wanted some ice, and he knew there was one remaining option.

Stepping over to the lifts, he hit the button on the wall and one set of doors immediately slid open. Stepping inside, he pressed the button for the lobby and waited, and the doors shut before the chamber began to descend. Although he could feel a flicker of dread in his chest, he told himself that he was simply fetching ice from the hotel bar, and that most likely the woman from room 119 had checked out. In fact, by the time the doors opened and he stepped out into the lobby, he was feeling much more confident.

He made his way around the corner, and then – as soon as he saw the bar ahead – he stopped in his tracks.

She was there.

Once again sitting on the stool at the far end of the bar itself, and once again wearing that little black dress, the woman had her back to him. He told himself that there was no reason to worry about a lone woman having a late-night drink in a hotel bar, that this was a completely normal situation, and that he'd been given a proper chance to prove once and for all that all his fears were misguided. Nevertheless, he couldn't deny that a knot of fear was tightening in his chest, and he half-considered turning around and going back up to the room without any ice at all.

But you're not a coward, he told himself. And even if this is Annabelle Foster, that doesn't really matter. It's just a weird coincidence and you can carry on with your holiday as normal.

So why was he still hanging back?

Taking a deep breath, he realized that every passing second of indecision was only making things worse, and he resolved to move forward. He hesitated, and then he took another deep breath, and finally he realized he was stalling. Foregoing yet another deep breath, he began to make his way across the foyer, maintaining a constant pace even though each step felt heavier and more daunting than the last, until finally he reached the bar and stopped just a couple of feet along from the woman.

Keeping his eyes fixed straight ahead, he looked at the bottles on the shelves and realized that his heart was pounding harder than ever. And then, finally, after summoning every last ounce of willpower, he forced himself to turn and look at the woman.

And she, in turn, turned and looked straight at him.

Chapter Four

Ten years earlier...

“Annabelle, wait!”

Almost tripping over the legs of another diner's chair, Steve hurried across the restaurant and reached the door just as two women made their way inside. Trying to slip past the women, Steve muttered his frustrations under his breath before managing to get out onto the pavement, at which point he looked around for some sign of his girlfriend.

Buses rushed past on the busy London street and voices called out from nearby bars, but for a moment Steve felt as if Annabelle had completely disappeared into the crowded night.

He looked over his shoulder, and to his relief he finally spotted her marching away toward the underground station.

“Hey!”

Rushing after her, he had to weave between other pedestrians, apologizing every time he bumped into someone's arm or shoulder. Eventually he caught up to Annabelle, at which point he hurried past and then turned to look her in the face. As soon as he saw her expression, he knew that she was still angry, although he still had no idea what had caused her to suddenly storm out of the restaurant while he'd been on his way back from the bathroom. Then again, this was far from the first time she'd exploded with rage.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Stopping, she rolled her eyes and sighed.

“Are you leaving?” he continued. “Were you going to go without even saying goodbye?”

“I thought you'd be happier without me in the restaurant,” she replied, putting her hands on her hips. “After all, that way you can eye up anyone you want!”

“I wasn't eyeing up any -”

“You couldn't stop staring at that blonde with the big boobs,” she told him. “I don't know if you thought you were being subtle, but you were practically drooling into your starter.”

“I don't even know what -”

“Did you get her number?” Annabelle continued. “You should go back there and ask for it. Maybe don't get too upset if she refuses, though. I'm pretty sure she was on a date with that other woman at her table. But, hey, you still might be able to turn her head! Or you could try to pull both of them. Is that what you want? Because you sure as hell weren't interested in me as I sat there like an idiot on the other side of the table from you!”

“I don't know what you're talking about,” he told her. “Listen, can we just go back and finish eating? Or if you don't want to do that, can we at least get a drink? I'd really like to try to understand why you're angry, because up until a few minutes ago I thought we were having a really nice evening.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes!” he said, unable to hide a sense of exasperation. “We were just talking about our plans for the weekend, and about maybe taking a short break some time, and then you exploded with rage and I don't even know why!”

“You don't?”

“No!”

He waited, but she was simply staring at him with an expression that seemed almost to be dripping with displeasure and disappointment.

“Well,” she said after a moment, “then I think that's kind of the root of the problem, isn't it? You're so totally unaware of my feelings, you don't even notice when you're trampling all over them. At least if you were doing it on purpose, I'd know that you're aware of me as a person. But you don't even notice, because you don't care, and that's what hurts most of all.” She took a step back as tears filled her eyes. “I might as well be invisible to you. Okay, that's fine. Because if I'm invisible, you won't notice if I'm not around anymore, will you?”

***
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Sitting on a bench at the underground station, Steve stared straight ahead at the huge advertising hoarding. A large photo of a smiling woman stared back at him, but Steve felt as if he was being mocked. The advert was trying to sell pension services, but Steve knew in that moment that his life was far too much of a mess to even think about a pension. Pensions were for people who had a decent job, a stable background and a clear direction.

Pensions were for people who had their shit together.

Hearing footsteps heading toward him along the platform, Steve glanced up at the board and saw that the train was still delayed. A moment later, realizing that he somehow recognized the footsteps, he turned and saw to his relief that Annabelle was on her way.

Without saying a word, she sat next to him.

“Hi,” he said cautiously.

“Hi,” she replied, although her voice was loaded with anger as she leaned back and folded her arms across her chest.

“Are you -”

“So you just walked off and left me on the street?”

“I didn't walk off,” he stammered. “You walked off! You said it was over between us and that if I tried to follow you, you'd scream and tell everyone I was stalking you!”

“I went to the bathroom,” she replied. “I was only gone for a few minutes. When I came back, there was no sign of you!”

“But you said -”

“I was angry,” she continued, cutting him off. “When I'm angry, I sometimes say things I don't mean. You know that about me. But when you just walk off like this, like you don't care about me anymore, do you have any idea how much that hurts my feelings? It makes it seem as if you don't care about me.”

She paused.

“About us,” she added.

He sighed.

“We were in the middle of an argument and you just walked off,” she said, fixing him with a determined stare. Tears had begun to fill her eyes. “That's not how these things are supposed to work. You're not supposed to just leave, Stevie!”

She waited, and then she nudged his arm. When that failed to elicit a response, she nudged him again.

“You're never supposed to leave me,” she added, and now her voice carried a trace of weakness, as if she was on the verge of breaking down. “You know I have issues with that sort of thing. My darling father wasn't exactly a stable influence, and Mum was always going out on benders that could easily last a couple of days. The point is, I panic any time I think someone's going to leave me. It's like I really get this horrible scraping feeling deep down in my gut, and it's like every alarm in my body goes off and I can't even control myself.”

Sniffing back tears, she reached up and wiped her eyes.

“And if I get even a whiff of something like that,” she explained, “I just go completely out of control. I guess back in that restaurant, I thought you were mentally checking out a bit, and that tripped the switch in my brain. And then maybe I wasn't entirely rational, but you've got to understand that these are some pretty basic, deep-rooted issues that I'm dealing with. I need you to tell me that you understand, and that you won't run away at the first sign of trouble.”

She nudged his arm yet again, watching his face for any hint of a reaction.

“I need that, Steve,” she said softly. “It's not a lot, but it's important to me. I need to know that I'm safe with you.”

“Of course you're safe,” he replied, “it's not like -”

“Then that's enough,” she added, before linking her arm around his and shifting across the seat, pulling him tighter. “It's not like I'm unique in this. Everyone has their little foibles and wrinkles, and part of being in a relationship means getting to know the other person's issues. Hell, it's not like you're completely normal in that department either.”

He opened his mouth to reply, and then he allowed himself a faint smile.

“That train's really running late, huh?” she continued, looking up at the board. “Every minute, the estimated arrival time moves back another minute. Do you know what I think? I think it's stuck somewhere and they just don't want to admit that yet, but it's not on its way any time soon.” She turned to look at the side of his face. “Hey, I've got an idea. We shouldn't let the night end like this, especially when there are still some places open. I don't want to go home with any bad feelings in the air.”

Again, he opened his mouth to speak, but he held back as he realized he wasn't quite sure what he wanted. As usual, Annabelle was attempting to pretend like nothing bad had happened, yet he felt as if something was still wrong between them.

“Hey,” she said, leaning close and kissing him on the cheek. “I know what we should do. Do you want to go to a club?”

Chapter Five

Today...

“Hi,” she said. “How are you doing there?”

With his mouth half open, Steve tried to work out what to say. The more he looked into the face of the woman at the bar, however, the more he realized that he still wasn't quite sure what was happening. He watched her eyes, and although there were moments when he felt that Annabelle Foster was staring back at him, there were also moments when all her features seemed to swim around a little and prove the opposite. Her face seemed unable to settle between those two extremes.

“Sir?”

Turning, he saw that Estella – the more proactive of the two usual girls behind the bar – had made her way over.

“We're closing soon,” Estella explained, “but you still have time for one more order if you'd like.”

“Oh, I...”

As his voice trailed off, Steve momentarily forgot why he'd made his way down from the room. After a few seconds, looking down at the glasses in his hand, he remembered the broken ice machine.

“Ice,” he stammered, sliding the glasses across the bar. “I came for ice. I mean... the machine in the corridor outside our room is broken.”

“You want ice?”

“Please,” he said, nodding gratefully.

“One moment,” Estella replied, taking the glasses and carrying them through to a back room.

Left standing at the bar, Steve swallowed hard and told himself that everything was okay. He could feel himself starting to sweat a little as the nervous energy filled his body, but he quickly remembered that he simply had to act calm and cool. Very much aware that the woman next to him was waiting, he paused for a few more seconds and then he turned to her, and this time he was determined to work out once and for all whether she was Annabelle Foster.

Yet as soon as he saw her face, he was once again unsure.

“Nice evening,” she said.

He nodded.

“Hot, though,” she added. “I knew it'd be hot out here, but I wasn't quite prepared for just how hot.”

He tried to think of something to say, but now he noticed that his mouth was very dry.

“Whiskey on the rocks,” the woman said, before nodding at her drink. “Kind of lame, huh? Sitting at a bar by myself, nursing one of these... Still, things have kind of turned around, haven't they? These days it's supposed to be empowering for a woman to do something like this, not like...”

She watched him carefully for a moment, as if she was studying him intently and watching for any kind of reaction.

“Not like the old days,” she added softly. “To tell you the truth, though, I actually enjoy it.”

She adjusted her position on the stool, causing the legs to briefly scrape against the floor.

“Sure,” he replied, still struggling to work out whether or not she was Annabelle Foster. Her features still seemed to be shifting subtly, changing from one moment to the next and leaving him utterly confused. He'd never struggled so much to get a fix on someone's face.

After a moment, as if she was feeling a little uncomfortable, the woman turned away and chuckled. At the same time she blushed slightly and reached up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear.

“Your ice,” Estella said, emerging from the back room and setting the glasses on the bar. “Will there be anything else?”

“No, thank you,” Steve replied, glad of the chance to answer a simple question with a yes or a no.

“Not for me, either,” the woman said, before downing the last of her whiskey. “I don't think I'm going to linger until the very last moment tonight. Maybe tomorrow, though.”

Estella smiled, but – as she took the empty whiskey glass – she glanced at Steve and then back at the woman, as if she was aware of a certain tension in the air.

“I should get back upstairs,” Steve said as Estella walked away. He still wanted to figure out whether the woman was Annabelle Foster, but he felt a little nauseous and he figured he'd simply begun to feel the effects of the evening's alcohol. After all, why else would he be having so much trouble recognizing – or not recognizing – the woman in the bar? “Yeah, that's what I'm going to do.”

With that, he turned to walk away.

“Hold on,” the woman said, grabbing her bag and climbing off the stool. The legs scraped again. “I think we're on the same floor, aren't we? I'll take the lift with you.”

***
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As he stood in the lift and waited to reach the first floor, Steve stared straight ahead and saw himself and the woman reflected in the metal doors. The reflection was somewhat distorted, thanks to the slightly dented surface of the metal, but he could still make out his own features. He still recognized himself. When he looked at the woman, however, he was still unable to say either that she was or was not Annabelle Foster.

Every time he decided on one answer, her features seemed to shift and suggest the other.

“It's a nice hotel,” she said, as if she was keen to break the silence.

“Yeah,” he replied with a nod.

“A bit out of the way, but I don't mind that. I don't really want to be in the hustle and bustle of the city centre, not these days. I used to be more like that when I was younger, but now I'm in my thirties I recognize the value of chilling out.”

She turned to him.

“I've changed.”

He was unable to avoid turning and meeting her gaze.

“I guess we all have,” she added.

At that moment, the chamber came to a halt and the doors began to slide open.

“I'm on the first floor,” the woman said, holding up her key-card and stepping past him. “Room 119. I think I saw you going into one of the other rooms near me the other night. Room 120, is it?”

“Yeah,” he replied, having momentarily forgotten where he was and what he was supposed to be doing. “Of course.”

As he followed her out into the corridor, he couldn't help watching her intently from behind. The black dress was clinging to her slim body, and she certainly had curves in all the same places as Annabelle, but her style was much simpler; whereas Annabelle had always worn lots of rings and other items of jewellery, this woman evidently preferred a plainer approach. Her hips swayed as she walked, however, and Steve couldn't help but remember that Annabelle had always walked the same way whenever she knew she was being watched.

The woman glanced at him over her shoulder, while still walking toward the door ahead.

“Do you think you'll be able to sleep tonight?” she asked.

“I'm sorry?”

“The aircon's not great, at least not in my room,” she continued. “I don't know about you, but I think I'm going to be tossing and turning for most of it. Probably getting kind of sweaty.”

“Yeah,” he replied. “I mean... I don't know. I guess I'll manage.”

“Well, this is me,” she said, stopping in front of the door to room 119 just as a bulb above began to flicker on and off. As she looked up, her face was bathed in the constantly-changing light, casting shadows across her features that seemed to switch her rapidly between two entirely different appearances. One second she was definitely Annabelle Foster, the resemblance couldn't have been clearer, and the next second she was another woman entirely. She watched the flickering light for a few more seconds, and then she turned to Steve again. “Have a good night.”

“You too,” he blurted out, still unable to work out whether or not she was Annabelle.

She tapped her key-card, and then she pushed her door open.

“My name's Steve!” he added quickly. “Steve Webb.”

She turned to him.

He waited for a response, for her to perhaps finally admit that she recognized him, but she simply smiled and let the door swing shut.

Standing all alone in the corridor, holding two glasses of slowly-melting ice, Steve briefly considered knocking on the door and asking the woman directly. He looked at the peephole below the number 119, and he found himself wondering whether she was staring out at him from the other side. He knew he hadn't exactly been subtle, and that anyone would have been able to tell that he was troubled. He wanted to knock on the door and explain himself and get everything out into the open, but at the same time he realized that something about the woman's face had made him feel extremely uncomfortable. As much as he wanted to figure out what was happening, he just couldn't stomach seeing her again. At least not yet. He told himself that if she was Annabelle Foster, she'd surely have mentioned that she recognized him. Sure, Annabelle had always liked playing games, but there had to be a limit.

Finally he turned and made his way back to his own room. He successfully fought the urge to look back at the door to room 119; had he done so, he'd have seen that the flickering light was pulsing rapidly now, and that the next light along had begun to flicker too.

Chapter Six

Ten years earlier...

“So what are you going to do?”

Sitting in the pub's beer garden, Steve continued to stare into space for a moment longer before turning to Jack. He knew he should have an answer, but in truth he'd found himself completely unable to make a decision. Deep down, however, he suspected that he knew exactly what he should do, even if he didn't want to admit that to himself.

“You can't go on like this,” Jack continued. “She's dragging you down.”

“She's got issues,” Steve replied unconvincingly.

“So's everyone,” Jack pointed out, “but we don't all take our issues and turn them into massive problems for other people. She's bad news.”

He took a sip of beer.

“I know you know this,” he continued, “but no-one really likes Annabelle anyway.”

“They just need to get to -”

“That's not it!” Jack said firmly. “She's a pain in the ass, and you're going to lose friends because of her. When people arrange things these days, they sometimes don't invite you because they know there's a chance you'll bring her along. I'm sorry to be so brutal, but I'm just being honest. She's an absolute nightmare. I don't really get what you see in her, anyway. You've got to admit, you got serious with her pretty fast.”

Steve sighed, but he couldn't think of any way to argue. He knew Jack was right, even if he was desperately trying to think of a way to come up with a solution.

“She's not a bad person,” he managed finally.

“She's a drama queen.”

“She has a problem with rejection.”

“So why doesn't she try to be a nicer person?”

“She's prickly.”

“No kidding!” Jack added with a laugh, before drinking some more beer. “If you're sitting there thinking that she's going to change, then you're making a mistake that's as old as time itself. Face it, Annabelle's always going to be like this, and you need to break free.” He paused for a moment. “This is tough for me to say, but you have to get out of this toxic relationship. And the sooner you do it, the easier it'll be. For both of you.”

Steve looked down at his glass for a moment.

“I know,” he said finally. “I know you're right, it's just... I need to find the right moment.”

“There's never going to be a right moment to dump a girl like Annabelle,” Jack told him. “You just need to get it over with. For her sake as well as your own. Do it now. Do it today. You know it's got to happen eventually.”

***
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“There you are!” Annabelle called through from the bedroom as soon as Steve stepped into the hallway. “I was starting to think you were never coming home!”

As he gently shut the door to the flat, Steve felt a growing sense of dread in the pit of his stomach. On the way home he'd rehearsed this moment over and over, telling himself that he just needed to find one moment of strength; for a while, on the bus, he'd even managed to convince himself that he was ready, that he was going to heed Jack's advice and end things with Annabelle. Now that he was back, however, he felt all his doubts returning, and he began to wonder whether he should just wait a little while.

After all, things might get better.

“Did you bring any chocolate?” she asked. “Please tell me you brought chocolate!”

“I picked some up,” he replied as he slipped out of his coat.

“Bring it to me!”

“Hang on,” he said, taking care to hang his coat up first. He was playing for time, trying to give himself a chance to come up with a better idea. He even focused briefly on smoothing the arms of his coat so that it all looked neater. Anything to buy a few more precious seconds.

“I want my chocolate!” Annabelle called out with a laugh. “You know what I'm like when there's chocolate nearby, I turn into this monster!”

“Yeah, sure,” he said, before making his way to the door and looking through.

“I really was starting to wonder where you'd got to,” she said, sitting up in the bed as she read a magazine. “I was going to get up, I swear, but then lunchtime rolled around and I just thought that the day was too far gone to really get started. You know how that is, right? I'm going to wait until we go to my parents' before I get up.” She held out one hand. “Chocolate. Now.”

After hesitating for a moment, Steve made his way over and handed her the chocolate. As soon as she'd snatched the bars from his hand, she began to unwrap one of them, and Steve saw sheer happiness on her face. Looking down at the notebook on the bed, he saw that – as usual – she'd been sketching orchids. One of her favourite hobbies was designing a tattoo that she hoped, one day, to get inked onto her back.

“Are you in a funny mood?” she asked.

“No!”

“I think you are,” she said with a coy smile. “That's fine, I don't mind. You've served your purpose well today, I have chocolate and that's all that matters. And I think I've nearly got this design worked out now, I might eventually be able to get the tattoo.” She looked up at him. “What's wrong? You've got such a serious face on!”

“It's nothing.”

“You look like you've come to tell me that my puppy has died,” she continued. “And I don't have a puppy, yet, so obviously something else is wrong.”

She paused, before setting the magazine aside and sitting up a little higher.

“What is it?” she asked. “You know I don't like it when you get all serious, it's always a total bummer. Besides, it doesn't suit you to look serious. You look a lot hotter when you're smiling, and you want to look hot, don't you? I certainly very much want my boyfriend to look hot at all times. That's just the kind of girl I am.”

He opened his mouth to reply, before sitting on the edge of the bed.

“How was Jack?” she continued.

“Fine.”

“I hope he didn't mind that I wasn't there, but I think it's good for you to have a drink with one of your friends from time to time. Plus, I know full well that he doesn't like me.”

“He likes you!”

“Don't lie, I know he hates my guts.” She allowed herself an extra-large grin. “Fortunately the feeling is completely mutual, so I don't let it bother me at all.” She stuck her tongue out for a few seconds, revealing chocolate smears all over the surface. “Anyway, I'm glad you had a good time with him. Now I won't feel so guilty this evening when you're bored out of your mind at my parents' house. Mum's cooking something with rice. I know you always hate that.”

She grabbed the magazine again.

“Annabelle,” Steve said, “we need to -”

“It's not time to get ready yet!” she replied, leaning closer and kissing him on the cheek. “You're not allowed to say that it's time to get ready,” she added, “because I simply refuse to believe it. I demand at least one more hour of relaxing before I have to even think about taking a shower. I really think I'm entitled to that hour.” She watched him for a moment, and then she reached out and placed a hand on the side of his leg. “You know,” she purred softly, “this magazine isn't actually that great. Seeing as I'm already in the bed and in need of a shower, there are a few other things we could do to pass the time.”

“Annabelle...”

“I'm thinking specifically of things I could do to you,” she added, kissing him again. “You'd like that, wouldn't you? It can be an excellent way to de-stress.”

She began to move her hand further up his leg, until she'd almost reached his crotch.

“You look like you need to de-stress,” she added.

“I need to talk to you,” he replied, even as he felt his resolve starting to fade. “It's important.”

“Is it more important than this?” She waited, and then she pulled back a little more, conspicuously pulling her shoulders back so that her chest was more prominent. “Okay, so tell me,” she continued. “What's so important that you're willing to completely ruin the mood?”

Although he knew what he was supposed to say, Steve realized that he wasn't going to be able to get the words out. The moment had passed, and he knew that any scraps of bravery had already begun to blow away in the wind. All he could do now was tell himself that he had to try one last time to make things better, and that if that failed then he'd find another chance to end things with Annabelle.

“Nothing,” he told her, even as he realized he was betraying himself. “Nothing's wrong. It's all good.”

“Then get down here,” she replied, grinning as she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him down onto the bed. “There's absolutely no reason for you to be wearing all those clothes, not when you're also going to need a shower. Here, let me start helping you out of them.”

Chapter Seven

Today...

“I think I'm going to burn to a crisp,” Penny said, as she and Steve stood on a wide-open plateau – surrounded by other tourists – and looked out across the sun-drenched city. “This heat is so intense.”

“Apparently this is the longest bench in the world,” Steve pointed out, looking at the twisting bench that ran all around the plateau's edge. “It was designed in -”

“I don't get how people can live here,” Penny continued, interrupting him. Adjusting her sunglasses, she turned to him and smiled. “It's nice to visit, but I couldn't live permanently in this kind of heat. Even with a fan, it must be completely intolerable. Do you know what I could do with right now? I need an ice cream.”
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