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For those who are infested, like me.










Author’s note


As with all my novels, I would like to give any survivors some more information on the potential triggers they may face in this book, so that they can choose how to engage with it. These triggers might include sexual assault, rape, suicidal thoughts, mental health issues, self-harm and both physical and emotional abuse.
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2001


Josie’s father was chopping meat with a large and very sharp butcher’s knife, humming along to music, when his daughter came downstairs.


‘Dad?’


At first he didn’t hear her. The music was too loud.


Josie tried again, heart in her mouth.


‘Dad?’


The knife halted, mid-slice. Her father looked over to where Josie hovered in the kitchen doorway.


The girl wrung her hands together.


‘Sorry,’ she said.


Her father reached out, turned down the CD player, just enough to be heard over.


‘Are you a good girl, Josie?’ he asked, then.


Josie didn’t know how to answer that. The question, delivered so abruptly and without any context, felt like a trick.


She wrinkled her nose, fiddling with a strand of hair that had come loose from her braid as she worked through the best possible response.


If she said yes, her father would no doubt disagree. Worse, he’d be disappointed with her for lying. Josie knew she wasn’t a good girl. She had a hard time paying attention, was clumsy, frequently lost or broke things, and was often getting into trouble. A truly good girl would do none of those things.


If she answered no, however, her dad would be equally as disappointed in her. He would say she should try harder, then, to be good. He was alone now, he would remind her sternly. She should behave better.


Teamwork, he was fond of muttering, brows low with disappointment. It’s supposed to make the dream work, Josie.


And she tried, she really did, but sometimes she made mistakes.


Didn’t most people make mistakes?


Her father didn’t like mistakes very much.


Josie didn’t hold this against him. He had a lot on his mind lately. People (other adults) went out of their way to tell her that, wherever possible. Your dad’s got a lot on his mind, love. Don’t take it to heart. He still loves you.


It was best not to upset him, they said.


And yet here she was, interrupting his evening.


Her father stood waiting, head cocked to one side, face highlighted in a peculiar fashion by the harsh kitchen lighting overhead.


Josie scrunched her toes against the freezing tile floor. Rain assaulted the windowpanes of their cottage. It sounded like thousands of fingernails tapping the rattling glass. Wind whistled and moaned down the chimney in the living room.


Autumn is trying to get in, Josie. Can you hear her?


When Josie’s mother used to say that, Josie would imagine a long, earthy woman wrapped around their house like a strangling root, her tangled auburn hair draped across the roof, skin made of crinkly leaves, fingers that were spindly twigs, tap-tap-tapping on the panes.


Let me in.


It’s cold and wet out here.


Let me in!


‘Um,’ Josie said, stalling for time.


Thunder pealed in the distance, added percussion for the orchestral efforts leaking out of the CD player. Josie didn’t know what tonight’s music was called, but it had lots of violins in it, all hacking away together in a frenzied manner. It didn’t sound very nice, not to her ears. It sounded how she imagined a headache would sound. Her dad loved music like this. He liked cooking to it. Violin concertos were his favourite, he said. At first, she’d misheard him. She thought he had been saying violent concertos. She still secretly called them that. Josie didn’t know what a concerto was, exactly, but she did know they were very loud. Sometimes so loud, the music filtered into Josie’s dreams.


Perhaps that was why she was awake, now. Dad was cooking later than usual tonight. Josie knew better than to ask why. Dad had a way of turning questions into conversations she didn’t want to have, like have you done your French homework, or why are you bothering me, or did you take the money from the jar on the mantelpiece or when will you learn to fucking behave, Josie?


Her father hated questions almost as much as he hated mistakes.


Yet Josie had woken up, and now she could not get back to sleep.


And Dad was being weird, for some reason.


‘Well?’ he persisted. ‘Are you?’


Thunder rumbled again, closer.


Josie plumped for honesty. Being honest was good, wasn’t it?


‘I don’t know,’ she replied, looking down at her blue pyjamas with gold stars on them. A gift from her mother. She was getting too big for them but refused to wear anything else to bed. Her pale ankles stuck out well below the hemline, making her feet look twice as big.


An ant ran suddenly across her left big toe, a large black ant with a huge head capped with giant pincers. Josie gasped and twitched, jerked her foot. The ant scrambled off towards the kitchen cabinets.


Her father narrowed his eyes, murmured something, turned the volume dial back up on the CD player and went back to chopping meat, ignoring her entirely.


Minutes passed. The music swelled, rising to a crescendo that Dad seemed to get lost in. Eyes half-closed, head tilted back, his carpenter hands kept going at the meat. Josie marvelled at how skilled he was, how he never managed to cut himself. Like the meat was wood to be worked.


Thunder grumbled again, closer still.


Another ant emerged from under the fridge, ran after its companion.


Josie waited for the most dramatic part of the concerto to die down. In the brief gap between tracks, she worked up enough courage to ask the question she had come into the kitchen for in the first place.


‘Daddy,’ she said, trying to feel brave and failing. ‘I can’t sleep.’


A snort.


‘What’s new,’ came the reply. The knife moved up and down.


Josie was undeterred. In for a penny, in for a pound, as her mother would have said.


‘Will you tell me a story?’


This request, she knew, would go one of two ways. If he was in the right sort of mood, her father would be kind, funny and accommodating – he would willingly follow her upstairs and tuck her back into bed, read to her patiently, using all the funny voices, and let her snuggle into his chest while he spoke, all the while gently re-braiding her hair into the usual, long neat plait he preferred. Or – and this was the more likely outcome – he would be in the wrong sort of mood, and shout at her, tell Josie to grow the fuck up and stop being such a fucking baby, before sending her back to bed. If she was lucky, she would escape without being spanked on the behind, soundly. If she wasn’t . . .


He’d go back to normal soon enough, her teacher reassured her when she caught Josie crying in the playground one breaktime. It would just take a while. He was grieving.


Be patient, she was told. Be a good girl, for his sake.


Josie knew she should go back to bed, leave Daddy be.


But Josie didn’t want to go back to bed, not alone. Something made her uneasy, frightened, something worth risking the threat of a smacked bottom. Whether it was the storm, or some other noise she heard, or maybe a bad dream, she didn’t know.


She just wanted someone to sit with her for a little bit.


And seeing as how her mother wasn’t around anymore, her father would have to do.


Josie held her breath, counting to ten in her head. A flash of lightning lit up the sky outside the kitchen windows on the count of seven. Josie briefly glimpsed the tall larch trees in her garden whipping around in the fierce wind, rain hammering the roof of her dad’s shed, where she wasn’t allowed to go, on pain of severe punishment. Then the dark returned, filling the windowpanes. No stars – the storm was right on top of them.


The black was punctuated instead by the pale reflection of her dad’s face in the rain-spattered glass. The counter lights shone in such a way it seemed as if the man had no shoulders, no body. He was just a head, his eyes shadowy holes. Like he was wearing a mask, Josie thought.


Uneasy with this image, Josie’s eyes darted around the kitchen, seeking comfort.


She noticed her mum’s favourite fern, wilted, browning at the ends. She saw cobwebs gathering in the spaces above the kitchen cupboards. She saw her cat, Max, asleep on a pile of laundry dumped next to the washing machine. A bowl of half-eaten cat food spilled on to the tiles nearby. The litter tray was just beyond, several fly-specked deposits noticeable under a dusting of pellets. She could smell it, a faint, foul under-odour. The house had never been untidier than it was right now. Josie didn’t like it.


Then she spotted Dad’s jacket, hanging on its peg by the back door, dripping. His bike helmet was dumped on the hall stand, right where Josie’s mother had always asked him not to leave it. Rainwater had run down the visor, was probably staining the wood underneath. By the back door – her father’s biker boots, caked in fresh mud, brown stuff splattered over the floor tiles. The boots should have been upside down on their pegs in the porch outside, where the mud wouldn’t get tracked into the house.


It was beginning to feel like Mummy had never existed at all.


‘Daddy?’


The knife ceased chopping and slicing once again. Josie’s father sighed and set the utensil to one side while he registered the request, flexing his knife hand, working the kinks out. Freshly cubed meat lay in a large mound on the chopping board before him.


His hands, Josie saw, were wet and red, almost all the way up to the wrists.


‘Josie,’ he said, eventually. Irritation carried his voice above the concerto. ‘I have to make these pies. It’s the Devil’s March tomorrow, and I promised three of them. And now your mother isn’t here to do it . . .’


He used the poppy tea towel to wipe his fingers clean. Different shades of red bled together on the fabric.


Josie frowned. The towel was Mummy’s favourite.


That was one step too far.


‘Mummy says you should wash your hands with soap before wiping them on the towels,’ Josie blurted, her mother’s exact tone and intonation still strong in memory.


Then, because her father didn’t like talking about Mummy very much, she plugged her thumb into her mouth.


She started counting to ten again, feeling panicked.


On the count of five, another sheet of lightning flared, followed by a gigantic clap of thunder that rattled the windows and set a dog barking somewhere down the lane. Max stirred, stretched one leg out straight as a rod in front of him, let it fold lazily and fell back asleep.


Josie cringed, waiting for her father’s response.


Another ant scuttled out from beneath the fridge.


Josie’s father smiled, a wistful gleam in his eye that could have been a tear, but that was unlikely. Daddy didn’t cry – at least, Josie had never seen him cry. Maybe he did it in private, in his shed.


Or maybe he just didn’t get as sad about things as she did.


The music shifted to something slower, more mournful, as if reading Josie’s mind. An adagio, her father had tried to tell her, multiple times. He didn’t like those movements as much. Too soppy, he said. Too sentimental.


Dad crumpled the tea towel and threw it at the laundry pile festering on the floor near the washing machine. Max the cat looked up in surprise, sniffed the towel, closed his eyes in disdain.


‘Mummy won’t mind,’ he told Josie, gently. ‘She’s dead, remember?’


Two more ants scrambled across the kitchen tiles, then three. Then four, five. A column formed. It moved quickly, climbing the cabinets, headed for the countertop where the meat sat, ready to be made into festival pies.


Her dad did not seem to notice.


Josie sucked her thumb harder, hurt by his words. She did remember that her mother was dead. Of course she did. Sometimes she forgot, but usually only right after she’d woken up from a sleep, and only for a short while.


Sadness flooded in, heightened by the music. There had been a funeral. All the grown-ups had been crying. Josie’s father had given a speech, his voice cracked and funny. There had been flowers and cards and, strangely, a cake, like they were having a birthday party, only everyone wept openly at this party and there were no candles – at least on the cake – and no games, no pass-the-parcel, no musical statues. Everyone had been dressed in black and grey. Relatives she had never met had pinched her cheek and patted her hair, eyes bright from crying. Josie had not liked being touched by any of them.


She missed being touched by her mother.


Josie’s lip wobbled. Suddenly her face was hot and wet.


Six more ants joined the column.


Her father sighed, again.


‘Come on now,’ he said, finally crossing the kitchen and scooping Josie up with his meaty hands. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. None of that.’


Josie tensed, hoping the leftover red on her father’s hands and arms wouldn’t stain her pyjamas. Then, as the sadness jabbed at her heart, she wrapped her legs around his waist, taking some reluctant comfort from his familiar bulk. He smelled like no one else she knew: a combination of wood shavings, motorbike oil, raw meat, smoke. Sweat, too, a sour tang that made Josie wrinkle her nose.


He carried her out of the kitchen, towards the staircase.


‘You have to be braver than this,’ he muttered, as she sniffled into his neck, exhausted. ‘You have to be strong, we both do. No choice. Can’t cry forever.’


Josie wasn’t so sure. She sometimes felt like there was an endless supply of tears in her body, but she let her father carry her away, back up to bed. Tonight, he was Good Daddy, and she would have to make the most of that. Josie never knew when Bad Dad, or Sad Dad, was going to take over, so she exploited the moment, snuffling and snuggling into him as he hit the stairs.


‘Can I have some milk?’


Her mother used to make her warm milk before bedtime. Her dad only made it when Josie asked, and sometimes not even then. Not my forte, he said, meaning domestic things, chores, anything to do with cleaning or tidying. Pies were different, pies were for the festival. Pastry and chopped onions and diced meat.


Warm milk was another thing altogether.


He made the milk differently to Josie’s mother, burning it in the pan, sometimes, she thought, on purpose, then adding honey, he said, to sweeten it, to correct the mistake.


‘Daddy? Milk?’


‘Will you leave me alone if I do?’


Josie nodded. She didn’t mind the burned taste, or the skin of milk that always grew on the top of the mug as it cooled. She just liked that her dad made it every now and then. It made her feel special, like she mattered more than his grief, and she always slept after, soundly, waking groggy and gritty-eyed the following morning.


‘Fine. Story first, then milk.’


Satisfied, Josie cast one last look into the kitchen over Dad’s shoulder before they ascended. Another sheet of lightning flared outside. Thunder boomed. The red beef sat lurid under the strong counter bulbs.


A large line of black dots now traipsed across the wooden countertop, coalescing into a dark, crawling mesh as the insects swarmed over the meat. From the way they moved, they resembled a strange, living sort of net, a net that moved with purpose, the individual strands tightening over the cubed beef with perfect intention, lifting and turning it, like a baker turning dough.


Josie wriggled against her dad as her skin started to feel itchy.


She hoped none of the ants ended up in the finished pies.


Seeing them made something in the back of Josie’s mind itch, too. Some memory of crawling things and bugs and meat and the colour red, or maybe all those things together, but then Josie was beyond sight of the kitchen, up the stairs, being carried towards her bedroom. There her dad would tell her a story while the rain splattered hard against the windows. There she would drink sweet burned milk and fall asleep, and get one more night, one more bad dream, away from the day her mother died.










[image: Hand-drawn image of an ant]


Chapter 1


2024


When she found the corpse twenty-three years later, Josie thought it was a mannequin, dragged into the Knoll by bored teens on the back of a mountain bike, unceremoniously dumped under a cluster of pine trees to one side of the path.


She never once entertained the idea that it was a real, human dead body.


Decomposing flesh and blood.


A woman, who, like Josie, had once harboured hopes and dreams and desires as wide as the sky, with a mother who loved her, missed her, was crying at that very moment in time, wondering where she was, why she had left, and if she was ever coming back.


The path through the Knoll, sometimes called the Devil’s Knoll, was well-trodden: a long track through a gloomy stretch of moss-splattered firs, pines, larches and rhododendron bushes that separated the small hamlet of Ellwood from the town of Sling and led directly to Josie’s apartment. Not the fastest way home, but the most direct. The shortcut was popular with dog walkers, schoolkids and drug users, as evidenced by the sporadic deposits Josie glimpsed in the undergrowth: soft drink cans. Chocolate wrappers. Discarded baggies. Crumpled tinfoil. Small, shiny gas cylinders. Even syringes. They had a problem in these parts, but nobody seemed to want to talk about it much. Signs nailed to trees warned people to keep their pets on a lead, and to clean up after them. Beneath the signs, snagged on branches where they’d been tossed: tied-up bags of dog faeces abandoned by lazy owners.


Beyond being a cut-through, the Knoll had another purpose. Every winter, it was part of the eight-mile ceremonial route that formed the Devil’s March, Ellwood’s annual festival. The March, which ran across the Forest of Dean and culminated at a highpoint called the Devil’s Pulpit, overlooking the Wye Valley, had come through only the night before, just as it had done for hundreds of years, if not longer. Brightly coloured paper streamers, chunks of straw, feathers, glitter and drifts of dried rose petal confetti lay trampled along the trail. Josie hadn’t bothered attending, despite her father asking several times that she go with him. It’ll be just like old times, he’d said, but Josie didn’t want to remember old times. She’d had enough of that when she was a kid. Maypole dancing, Guy Fawkes, Jack o’ the Green, wassailing . . . growing up in rural England was inherently strange. Pockets of tradition and superstition stubbornly coexisting alongside huge mobile phone towers erected in the woods, drone deliveries from retail companies dropping from the sky, cars with exhaust boosters, online dating, e-cigarettes. The local kids still sat around on their doorsteps in the afternoons after school weaving corn dollies while scrolling on their phones. The contrast sometimes gave Josie whiplash.


Which was why she stuck to the green spaces where possible. Josie liked walking through the Knoll every day, despite the mess and litter. It had become something of a ritual, this wandering back to the apartment through the trees after her shift at the King’s Arms. It loosened her up after hours bent over, scrubbing toilets and making beds, vacuuming and dusting and plumping pillows and sorting cutlery and polishing glasses. There was something about the shadowy calm of the place, the pine-scented air, so much fresher than fake-pine-scented laundry detergent and bleach. Birds chittered. Rustling sounds in the undergrowth signalled rabbits coming in and out of their burrows. A woodpecker tapped furiously at a tree trunk in the distance, taking breaks to let fly its raucous, rasping call.


So lulled was she, into some brief semblance of peace, that when Josie eventually spotted the bloated, stiff-limbed figure lying in a strange position atop a thick blanket of dropped pine needles a little way ahead, she thought:


Oh. A dummy.


And kept on walking towards it, small puffs of breath hanging white in the November air before her.


The smell of the coming winter was oddly distracting. Exciting, almost. It was mid-afternoon, the sun past its highest point, and bitterly cold. The ground felt hard and unyielding under Josie’s feet, her skin tight from the chill. Amber light struggled through needle-laden branches and twitching leaves preparing to drop. Josie felt as if she were walking through a stained-glass-window-lit cathedral, the high, vaulted ceilings latticed with swaying branch-shadows.


There hadn’t been many quiet or natural places like this back in London. Not much birdsong. There were plenty of parks, pockets of green in the urban sprawl, but they never felt very safe, or very peaceful, or very wild. Not to her.


Her life there had been loud. Relentlessly, overwhelmingly so.


Part of that had been Lena. She’d always dominated whatever space she was in, both physically and by way of projecting, filling up a room with her voice, with large hand gestures, with exaggerated expressions.


Especially when she was angry, which was often.


‘You’re nothing without me!’ Josie’s ex had screamed, right before throwing the half-brick they used as a stop for the fire escape door at Josie’s head. It had been a crack shot. Not killing Josie as Lena had perhaps intended, but killing the relationship with remarkable efficiency.


Josie hated that this was her last, defining memory of the years they’d spent together: Lena’s face, twisted in rage, the brick, held expertly at shoulder height, like she was throwing a shot-put at an athletics competition. Josie’s feet scuffed along the frozen forest path as she once again relived the moment in high definition with added surround sound, her brain singularly occupied with endlessly cycling memories of that last, horrible argument, which played like an ugly movie on permanent loop in the front of her mind.


You’re nothing!


You’re—


She shook her head hard, exasperated, trying to dislodge the memories.


In hindsight, Josie supposed, it was not surprising things had ended the way they had. She’d left Ellwood to get away from her past, and crashed full tilt into Lena within days of moving to London. Now, she was back home, running from a different set of bad memories. Country girl moves to the big city, becomes city girl, she thought, wiping her dripping nose with the back of her hand.


City girl moves back to the country, becomes . . .


It felt like failing twice over.
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Chapter 2


Josie stepped over a discarded paper face mask painted with harlequin features. The straps had broken, having been trampled by dozens of moving feet. The features were scrunched inwards. Josie looked at it and realised how the Devil’s March must seem to the outside world. Like a lucid dream. It had all been so normal to her, as a child, this ritual procession, the costumes, dancing, singing, chanting. As normal as posting a letter or combing one’s hair or riding on a bus. Just a part of daily life: appeasing the Devil.


Lena had made endless fun of Josie’s parochial upbringing, calling her a yokel every time she dared to bring up any sort of childhood memory. She had screeched in catty delight over old photographs of the March, carefully arranged and kept in faded hard-backed albums, particularly at those where a young Josie posed in ceremonial gear, dancing along in a voluminous white dress, corn circlet on her head, woodpecker mask covering her features, feathers stuck all over. Lena had pinned one such photo to the fridge in their apartment so she could ‘cheer herself up’ whenever she wanted to. Making fun of others was always Lena’s quickest route to joy. Josie had begun to feel deeply ashamed of Ellwood, its quirks and traditions, and of her strange, insular little life back there. She stopped talking about it. She didn’t bring any more photos out of storage, either.


That’s all behind you, now, Josie tried to remind herself, rubbing her hands together briskly as she moved deeper into the Knoll and closer to the discarded dummy. Let it go.


But the mind-loop played through, then reset.


You always play the fucking victim, Josie, Lena would say, a favourite accusation of hers.


It had turned out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. A near-miss masquerading as a bull’s eye. Josie remembered, for the millionth time, the last few seconds before she lost consciousness, the sensation of something coming towards her at speed, the disbelief, the flowering pain. She’d had time to think, before she blacked out, one sad thing:


Lena doesn’t love me at all, does she.


And then she’d woken up, in every sense. First, in a hospital bed – and afterwards, to the reality of her situation.


Josie touched the scar on her forehead, fingering the ridge of puckered skin there and wondering if, despite all the work she had tried to do on herself since leaving, Lena was, in fact, right. Perhaps Josie was nothing without her. She felt like nothing. She felt invisible and ashamed and thin and tired, all the time.


Lena was gone, now, a restraining order legally keeping her at a safe distance. Physically, at least.


But Josie, to her shame, still missed her ex. Missed her horribly and in a way she could never have anticipated. It pulled at her, like grief. She found she was not only mourning the person she’d met before it had all gone wrong, but the other version of Lena, too. The woman who had tried to kill her.


A familiar headache started to creep in, just around the temples. Josie got a lot of those now, even though it had been almost a year since the accident.


Accident.


The mind-movie was about to reset, she could feel it. Rumination was a lingering side-effect of abuse, Josie had discovered. Once she started, it was impossible to stop.


She had to focus on something else, before she went mad.


Josie dragged herself into the present moment, sucking in a large gulp of icy air, transporting herself back to the path through the Knoll, grounding herself in her surroundings.


The Knoll skirted behind a small cul-de-sac of nineties new builds called the Tower Street estate. Estate being a generous description, for it was one looping road around which nine houses were crammed, uncomfortably close to each other. Some of the houses could be glimpsed through breaks in the trees as Josie walked, a few winking windowpanes reflecting the sun that came out in brief bursts between racing clouds and swaying branches.


The residents of the Tower Street cul-de-sac were the closest thing Josie had to neighbours, even if there was a half-mile of thick woodland between her and them. The estate had been clumsily dropped on to what was once a small farm butting up alongside the Knoll, sold to developers when the farmer got too old to care for his livestock. The buildings never encroached upon the Knoll itself because the stretch of woodland shielded a scheduled monument and was therefore protected land – ancient earthworks lay buried under the brambles and nettles. There was an old fort and trackway hidden in the undergrowth too, of which only the mossy tips of a few misshapen lumps of stone remained visible. The earthworks were a large part of why the route was included in the Devil’s March. There were markings on the stones, if one could be bothered to find them in the undergrowth. Arrows, and three long scrapes, the Devil’s claw marks, according to some, anchoring the Knoll to tradition.


Keep to the Old Ways, the locals liked to say to each other, often. The Old Ways keep the devil at bay.


Tradition seemed to be the only thing Ellwood shared freely with outsiders. Otherwise, people kept themselves to themselves, while also somehow knowing everyone else’s business. Josie had assumed it might be a friendlier existence, returning home, for Londoners were taciturn to say the least, but she had forgotten that folk were just as insular around here, just as brusque. She’d hoped for some sense of homecoming, some feeling of return, of comfort, but had been left wanting. Hardly a familiar face from Josie’s childhood remembered her unless she was with her father, and even then, nobody seemed that interested.


Why would they be?


It was not like she’d had many friends here as a child. Her dad had seen to that, and her mother’s death had put paid to the rest. Nobody wanted to be friends with the weird, dishevelled, lonely kid who cried all the time.


Lena had been the first real new friend she’d made after leaving home.


Josie wondered about that, now. How desperate she’d been to find acceptance. She ignored signs that would have been obvious to others, out of loneliness.


That, and Lena had been a master of disguise, wearing a beautiful mask of her own.


The mind-loop started whirring, pressing against her aching brain. Josie could hear the memory mechanism resetting, the brick-throwing incident gearing up to replay.


Her eyes darted back to the dummy lying by the path ahead.


She sped up a little, curiosity piqued. Something about the discarded bundle nagged at her, but she wasn’t close enough to take the feeling seriously. Assumptions were easier and safer, so she once again told herself that she saw a collection of limbs, waxen, plasticky, man-made.


Waste, garbage.


Denial, she understood later, was a powerful protector.


Josie’s feet suddenly hit a dip in the path. She missed a step. Her ankle rolled, and she almost tumbled forward, recovered at the last moment by flapping her arms frantically. She was a lot clumsier since the head injury, more prone to falling into things and over her own feet. She always scared herself, when she fell.


Her pulse raced now in a way it hadn’t before. Wincing, she gingerly rolled her foot around, stretching out her ankle, which throbbed.


At the same time, she began to recite the alphabet quietly under her breath. Another grounding exercise she’d learned after her first big row with Lena. As a kid, she used to count to ten, especially when talking to her dad, but ten didn’t work with Lena. Too short. The alphabet was longer, more comforting. Later, the exercise was a way of confirming she wasn’t brain damaged.


Can you recite the alphabet for me? the doctor asked when she woke up.


A, B, C . . .


Pines towered above Josie, rustling as consonants and vowels slipped from her lips. She felt suddenly dizzy. She wished, not for the first time, that her mother was still alive to talk to. About Lena, about life in general. Dad would do his best, if he was in the mood. He would half-listen as well as he was able, he might even nod and perhaps briefly pat her shoulder as she tried to articulate some of the strange thoughts that dominated her day, but he wouldn’t be able to offer any clarity. He considered his duty more than amply fulfilled by letting Josie live in his holiday apartment rent-free, or at least, he said, rent-free until she got back on her feet. Her father was losing a considerable amount of money by letting her stay, he told her, every day. He’d also set her up with the cleaning job at the King’s Arms, the local pub. Called in several favours, he was fond of reminding her.


Asking him to extend his parenting skills to existential wisdom and advice was a hiding to nothing. Her father wasn’t like that. He was a closed book, an open hand. Had been since Josie’s mother died.


But having nobody to talk to left Josie almost as alone as she’d felt with Lena, who had done a remarkably efficient job of cutting her off from her few former connections, although there hadn’t been many. Without the adrenaline that characterised and drove her through her old day-to-day existence, Josie felt numb, directionless, sealed off from the world, unable to fully take advantage of her senses.


Maybe that’s why it took her so long to figure out what the thing on the side of the path actually was. The grisly truth of it.


Shaking her head firmly once more to stop the movie from looping back over – You’re nothing! Nothing! – Josie limped forward on her rolled ankle.


That’s when the smell hit her.
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Chapter 3


Josie still couldn’t fully accept it, even when the stench grew so pungent she gagged, covering her cold nose and mouth with her jacket sleeve.


Confused, she drew closer. Her headache worsened, pulling at her scalp and making her feel heavy, disconnected. Her feet didn’t land precisely where she wanted them to. It was like one of those dreams she used to have as a kid when she would forget how to walk entirely while classical music blared out in the background. Still, she limped on. She was exhausted after her shift. She wanted to get home, collapse on the couch, stare at the television until sleep claimed her.


She wanted the obsessive thought-loops to stop, so she could rest, truly rest.


The mannequin grew closer.


The smell got stronger.


Josie saw, on nearing it, that the dummy was partially clothed. A red Converse shoe lay on the path a little distance away. The other was presumably attached to the figure’s foot.


I wonder what size those are, Josie thought. I like Converse.


I like red, too.


The mannequin had hair, masses of it, dark chestnut curls that were sodden and matted with dead leaves, needles, twigs, grass and what looked like large clumps of mud. Clearly, it had been out in the elements for a while. There was a greenish tinge to the exposed limbs that Josie took for mildew, or moss.


It wasn’t until Josie was directly beneath the small cluster of pines that she saw the mud around the figure was teeming with maggots.


A lurching feeling surged in the pit of Josie’s stomach. Blood whooshed in her ears as her feet nudged the dummy, gently.


It didn’t move.


Josie looked around, grabbed a stick from the brush nearby. She chose the longest one she could find, partly for protection against the visceral fear that had unexpectedly descended on her, partly because she wanted to investigate the bundle of hair and waxy limbs at the bottom of the small cluster of pine trees without touching it. She wasn’t fond of dirt, never had been. Her hands were testament to that: dry and red and cracked across the knuckles from repeated washing.


She leaned forward, swatting away a persistent cloud of flies that zoomed around her face. Then, reaching out with the stick, Josie poked the dummy vigorously in a pale, exposed region just below the head.


She expected, on doing so, to feel the solid resistance of plastic. She expected the head to roll under the force of the stick, settle rigidly back in place.


Instead, there was a gentle yielding sensation, then a squelching sound.


The tip of the stick sank into soft neck.


The feeling that travelled up her arm was that she was poking something fleshy. Rotting.


Josie gasped and yanked the stick back. A torrent of ants poured out of the fresh hole she’d made in the dead woman’s body.


And Josie, finally understanding what she was looking at, screamed.
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Chapter 4


A succession of realisations ploughed through the denial that had kept Josie safe up until this moment.


Dead.


A dead body.


Bloated, stinking. The flesh, weird colours: greys, greens, blues, blacks. Even yellow and purple, in places. Not mildew, or moss.


Putrescence.


The woman was lying chest down on the forest floor, head twisted violently to one side so half her ruined features were exposed. The tangled mass of maggoty hair spread away from her delicate throat, now mauled by Josie’s stick. In the socket where her eye should have been, more wriggling things, white and disgusting. In her ear, too. In the little well between shoulder blades.


And ants.


So many ants. A scrambling blanket of them.


They’d made a colony inside the body, Josie saw. The insects had been industrious. They’d eaten away the softer parts of the dead woman’s face completely: eyes, eyelids, the skin around the nostrils, lips. The exposed teeth left behind made it look like the woman was snarling in anger, or fear.


Josie screamed again, louder this time. Jackdaws roosting in the pine-tops erupted up into the air overhead in a burst of black feathers, squawking in annoyance.


The scream died in her throat. The dead woman remained.


Josie, trembling all over with shock, dropped the stick and covered her mouth with her hand, clamping down hard to prevent the stench from infiltrating every part of her.


The corpse was partly clothed, but the garments were in disarray. The woman’s shirt, once yellow, now brown, with tiny patches of the original colour showing through the filth and grime, was hitched up to show the back bra strap, frayed, elasticity gone, held in place just barely by one eye-clasp, the other bent out of shape. Josie could see movement underneath the fabric: more bugs. Her own skin started to itch fiercely as she slowly took in the rest of the scene: dried, rust-coloured blood all over the woman’s head, which was a strange shape, like it had caved in on one side. Other, grey, gelatinous patches Josie later realised were brains. A single, thin braid had flopped off to one side of the hair and brain matter mass, incongruous for how neatly woven it was.


Josie yanked her own braid, hard. The pain kept her from collapsing.


The woman was wearing a pair of jean shorts, also stained rusty brown. An odd choice for November. They were unbuttoned, lying slightly below her hips, and Josie could see the top of the corpse’s knickers, a lacy hem. Below the shorts, two skinny legs, covered in slugs, ants, beetles, worms, bits of straw, mud, blood and bruises and . . . were those animal bites? Something had been gnawing at her, a fox, maybe, or a rat. The woman’s exposed ankles were blackened and swollen, and one was demonstrably broken, a sharp piece of bone jutting out through discoloured skin. The broken ankle topped the remaining Converse shoe, the sole of which was half-ripped away, flapping like a lolling tongue. The foot inside the shoe was bent to an odd, unnatural angle, as if the woman had landed on it sharply from a great height. A collapsed puppet, strings cut.


Josie gagged repeatedly.


She caught sight of several strange marks on one of the tree trunks above the lifeless, lopsided head. Three marks, deep gouges in the bark, made with sharp claws, or a tool. She felt cemented in place with disbelief and fear, her entire body stiff with panic, rigor-gripped, as if she herself were a fresh corpse. Her headache pounded against the walls of her skull, bringing fresh tears to eyes already watering with fright.


What should I do? What the fuck do I do?


The dead woman’s empty eye sockets offered no answers.
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Chapter 5


Josie remembered her phone. She pulled it from her pocket with shaking hands. It took several attempts to unlock the screen, her numb fingers refusing to cooperate.


She tried to call her father first. She wondered about that, after.


Why Dad, and not the police?


She rang him six times, to no avail. She left a voicemail after each attempt, the messages getting more frantic and unintelligible with each call.


Then, when it finally sank in that he was busy, that he was not going to answer, Josie rang the police.


The initial relief she felt on reaching an operator was short-lived. The woman at the end of the line asked Josie to check that the body was, in fact, a dead body, and not a live one.


‘Can you feel a pulse at all?’ the operator asked, cool and collected, as if she were asking after the weather. ‘Can you see her chest rise and fall, feel any breath if you put your hand above her mouth?’


Josie stared at the ragged hole she’d made in the woman’s neck, teeming with frantic little ant-blobs. The exposed teeth, the blackened gums. The missing lips, gnawed away to the bone.


‘She’s definitely dead,’ Josie whispered, feeling sick. ‘She’s . . . I think she’s been this way for some time.’


‘How can you tell? I know this is difficult, but it’s really important we—’


‘She’s got no fucking eyes left, OK?!’


A pause.


‘I’m sorry, can you repeat that?’


Josie started to cry, shivering from cold and shock. The trees around her leaned in, threatening. The ants continued their busy work, deconstructing flesh, making a home out of death. ‘Her eyes are missing. They’ve . . . I think they’ve been eaten away. And she . . . Oh, God.’


The operator was typing furiously. Josie could hear her fingernails clacking on the keys.


A woodpecker’s leitmotif started up again, in the distance.


‘It’s all right, love, you’re doing so well. Just stay calm.’


‘I’m trying, OK? I’m fucking trying.’


The operator ignored her expletive, remaining steady and placid.


‘So the woman is definitely deceased. Are you one hundred per cent—’


Josie snapped.


‘Can you just fucking send someone? I don’t want to stand here answering a hundred and one questions!’


‘I’m putting out a call right now.’


‘I can’t be alone with her like this any longer. I’m scared. Just send someone out to the Knoll, and I’ll go home. My address is—’


‘I’m sorry, love,’ the operator said, ‘but I’m going to have to ask you to stay where you are until we’re able to get to you.’


A small breeze swept through the tree boughs above Josie’s head, rustling the pine needles. It sounded like soft laughter.


‘What?’ Josie was unable to believe what she was being told. ‘Wait here? By myself?’


‘I know this is tough, but I need you to stay with the body, please, madam, until our officers can get over there. We will have to take a statement, and—’


‘No!’ Josie shouted, ‘I’ve told you where she is. I’ve given you the details, I – I—’


The operator was apologetic but firm. ‘If I could ask you to remain calm, take a few deep breaths . . .’


The ants grew busier, moving in frenzied patterns across the dead woman’s face, as if encouraged by Josie’s hysteria.


‘. . . I know this is hard, but I have someone coming as a matter of urgency. Now. Josie, was it? If you can try to focus, I need a few more bits of information.’


The trees closed in tighter. Josie’s headache was now so bad she could barely see, barely think. Her brow was slick with sweat. She fought back recurring waves of nausea. The operator’s voice started to warp, slurring as if the unseen woman were drugged.


‘Just . . . remain calm . . . Josie . . . please . . . Now, can you . . . descri—’


Josie’s phone slipped out of her fingers as another ice-cold wave of dizziness crashed into her, almost knocking her off her feet. Staggering, she bent double, trying to get her head between her knees so she didn’t faint.


The ants seemed to follow her movements, swirling around her shoes, circling each foot as if waiting for her to fall.


Kicking out in panic, her breath shallow and fast, she found she couldn’t draw anything in through her lips except for tiny flies, a cloud of which whined persistently in her ears. She felt them go into her mouth, hit the back of her throat. She felt invaded, like the woman on the ground. They had similar hair, similar taste in clothes, similar height, from what she could tell.


Josie’s thoughts swirled like fog.


Is it really a dead body? Or is that me lying over there in a heap?


Frantically checking to see if her eyes were still where they should be, hands crawling urgently like spiders over her own features, trying to ground herself, persuade herself she was still alive, still breathing, still intact, Josie swayed and stumbled again, her weakened ankle rolling, and she lost balance, and started to topple forward, unable to catch herself this time.


The operator’s voice, tinny and small, leaked out of her fallen phone.


‘Hello? Madam? Josie? Hello, are you there?’


But Josie wasn’t there anymore. She’d hit the floor, face-first, and didn’t even flinch when the ants, who had long been looking for warmer skin to conquer, continued to empty out of the corpse, swarming together to form a long, thin, living bridge of tiny bodies stretching from one woman to the next, a crawling span of insectile traffic, masses of inquisitive, industrious little things acting as one interlocked structure, a collective arc from the past to the present, the living to the dead, marching all over her body.
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Nothing.


You are nothing.


A . . . B . . . see?


I told you.
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Chapter 6


In the beginning, it hadn’t been bad with Lena.


In the beginning, it was passionate, and romantic. Lena pursued her with dozens of texts, calls, videos of herself singing in the car, FaceTimes, gifts, tagging Josie constantly on affectionate social media posts, fancy dates, flowers and cards. Josie, unused to such attention and public displays of romance, had been swept off her feet, floored by the sheer force of Lena’s alleged feelings for her. This beautiful woman was interested in her? This fierce, intelligent, successful creature with eyes like blue pools and legs as long as the day? Lena had a penthouse apartment near Canary Wharf, a brand-new Porsche and a whole wardrobe just for shoes. She was sleek and sophisticated and unfazed in that city-born way, had hundreds of friends, thousands of followers online across various channels.


On their first date, she’d taken Josie to a Michelin-starred restaurant, eating barely anything at all, watching in amusement as Josie worked through the entire tasting menu with gusto.


I think you’re my soulmate, she’d said, as they clinked champagne glasses.


I know you’ll be in my life forever, no matter what.


I didn’t really know myself, until I met you.


You make me want to be a better person.


But Lena hadn’t become a better person with Josie.


Lena had only become bitter, and possessive, and hypercritical. Moody, depressed. Never satisfied with anything. Obsessed with money. Status. Other people’s opinions of her. She stopped texting, stopped tagging Josie in soppy posts on her Instagram or Facebook. Stopped recording silly singing videos. The dates slowed down, too, until they rarely went out together at all. Other girls began popping up on Lena’s phone, girls that looked like Josie, only younger, more athletic, with better clothes, better posture. When Josie questioned her about this, Lena would get angry, tell her she was being controlling. Then she would stomp out in a righteous mood, only to return three days later with a smirk on her face and love bites on her hips. She liked being bitten. Eat me like I’m a snack, she would say, and Josie would oblige, thrilled at first, wearied by the end.


Josie’s early confidence wilted under the force of Lena’s voracious ego – her whole day dominated by the other woman’s frustrations and insecurities, wants and needs. Josie found herself growing smaller and weaker in the face of Lena’s extreme moods, her aloof and often cruel demeanour that swung, without warning, into obsessive vulnerability, and an exhausting desire to be in control, all the time, even when it came to the tiniest, most inconsequential of things. What Josie wore. Who Josie spoke to. What Josie ate, or didn’t, depending on Lena’s mood. The television shows she consumed. The books she read, or wasn’t able to. The brand of shampoo she used. Her list of instructions grew longer as Josie’s happiness diminished, fading away almost completely until she looked in the mirror one day and was unable to recognise the husk that stared back.


But there had been moments of magic, and those breadcrumbs had kept Josie captive, perhaps because they were so infrequent, and therefore felt even more special. On the rare occasions Lena was able to let her guard down, relax, exist for the now, instead of for the maybes, think about someone else, instead of herself, they would lie in bed facing each other, a peculiar tenderness pinning them to the sheets. Josie would look into Lena’s eyes, and Lena would look right back into hers, and they would trace the lines and soft angles of their features with their index fingers, or they’d stroke each other between the legs as if writing messages in wet sand, only the messages were not love letters, but cries for peace. For connection. For something to change. For the lies to stop.


The peace never lasted.


The memory of Lena’s eyes did.
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When Josie woke, head throbbing, body pressed into the hard forest floor, she found herself face to face with the eyeless dead.


She realised, with a groggy, mounting awareness, that she was tracing the outline of the cold woman’s lipless mouth with her index finger, fingernail circling the ragged orifice as if she were still in bed with Lena, back in London, before it all went to shit.


Only this was not Lena.


This was a dead body, and Josie’s fingers were playing across her decaying gums, sliding over necrotic tissue.


Her other hand was inching under the dead woman’s waistband.


Josie yanked both arms back as if burned.


I’m sorry! she thought, silently hysterical with revulsion. I didn’t mean to!


A sound worked its way through the loud tinnitus buzz that rang in Josie’s ears. For a moment, the sound felt like a scream of rage, coming from the lipless mouth of the body before her.


Can the dead scream?
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