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‘When falsehood can look so like the truth, who can assure themselves of certain happiness?’
Mary Shelley, Frankenstein




Prologue


The nightmare started the same as all the others. Screaming, terrible and tormenting, pitched like an animal caught in a trap desperately squealing for its life. It rattled through Beth Belmont’s bones, causing sweat to prickle on her skin. In the early hours, she awoke gasping, the screams still ringing in her ears.


‘Hey, it’s okay, just calm down.’ Her boyfriend, Josh, rolled over and folded his arms around her, holding her close, waiting until the shaking subsided and her breathing levelled out. Beth lay wide-eyed and staring into the darkness of their bedroom at the swollen shadows in every corner. ‘It was just a nightmare,’ he calmly assured her as he ran his work-hardened hands in circles over her lower back.


Just a nightmare.


Drawing in ragged breaths from this latest twilight terror, Beth focused on that.


It was just a nightmare.


The Green Day T-shirt she slept in was soaked through, her long dark hair damp and matted. How long had she tossed and turned while the phantom in her mind shrieked like a banshee?


‘Let’s try and get back to sleep.’


Josh was always keen to return to his slumber. He had to be up at dawn, with the birds, for another day labouring on the new super school that was being built on the edge of town.


Beth wanted to sleep too, but the screams lingered. Each nightmare stayed by her side like an unwanted bedfellow. Even though she could no longer hear them, she could feel them, scraping down her spine like sharpened claws, picking her apart at her very core.


‘What are you even dreaming about?’ Josh had asked early on in their relationship, his tired blue eyes holding her in a concerned stare.


‘Nothing.’ Beth knew that the answer came a little too easily. ‘I mean, I can’t remember.’


‘Your nightmares, they seem … intense.’ He tilted his thick neck to watch her. Josh – who slept like the dead – never so much as whimpered in his sleep.


‘Really, it’s nothing,’ her voice was strained, so she forced a smile, ‘lots of people have nightmares. Like night terrors. Honestly, I can’t even remember what they’re about.’


‘Well, okay then. As long as you’re all right, babe.’ He’d kissed her forehead and Beth wished that his touch had healing properties, like the kisses bestowed on her as a child when she scraped a knee or an elbow.


‘Let Mummy kiss it better,’ her mother would say, leaning in close, smelling of musky Dior perfume and cigarettes, scents that she shrouded herself in. A cloak for the senses.


But there was no kissing her nightmares better, no willing them away. Each night as Beth tucked herself in beside her boyfriend of three years, she knew what was coming – at some point, she’d wake in a pool of her own sweat, gulping deep, frantic breaths as though she’d been drowning. And the screams would continue to linger on the periphery of her mind, even when her eyes were bloodshot and wide open, a reminder that no one was ever truly free.




One


Neat. It has to be neat.


I remind myself of this as I lift the fountain pen in my hand and begin to guide it slowly and gracefully over the paper. I need silence. Stillness.


The bare bulb above me shakes. The tremble spreads across the ceiling like a stain.


‘Fuck.’


The pen is down and my blood pressure is up. Fucking Mrs Norris in number five is hoovering. Again. And the old crone will labour over it as she usually does, thanks to her arthritic knee.


‘It’s bad again,’ she always says through those wrinkled lips of hers each time I pass her in the stairwell. What does she expect me to do? Carry her? Cure her?


Now my whole flat is whirring along to the guttural groan of Mrs Norris’s cheap hoover. I glance at the clock hanging above my electric fire, forgetting that for the past week it’s been stuck at eight fifteen.


Batteries.


I grind my teeth, already knowing that I’ll forget this addition to my shopping list, thanks to the noise which is now reaching down from above and scratching against my bones. My focus has weakened these last months, along with my body. But I’m not done yet. There’s still a fire in the pit of my belly, one that takes all my energy to keep stoking. My hands tighten into fists. I could shout. I could grab the baseball bat by the front door and smack it against the ceiling until my arms begin to ache. But Mrs Norris would just go on hoovering, because she’s as deaf as she is lame.


No. I need to finish this.


The radio, or the television. I could turn one of them on, try to drown out the drone from upstairs. But I’m not quite sure if I paid the meter. And if I didn’t …


Squeezing my eyes closed, I force the darkness to find me. One breath in, one breath out. Slow. And steady. Just as Roger taught me.


Silver-haired Roger with all his suggestions.


Something flutters in my core. It could be regret, or it could be a delayed response to the tin of baked beans I’d eaten at lunch which were four months out of date. But my mum always said up to six months was fine, especially for a tin.


It’s nerves. It has to be.


I look down at the paper on the table. So neat. So crisp. The bulb above me swings back and forth. I begin to hum, growing louder so that the pressure builds in my head, in my ears. Eventually all I can hear is my own internal melody, Mrs Norris and her hoover overpowered. I close my fingers around my fountain pen, gripping tight. I write down the first name. Then the second. And then I deliberate over the third, as this is the one that matters. This is the one that needs to stick, that needs to work.


Satisfied, I lean back and admire my handiwork. I’ve stopped humming. And Mrs Norris has stopped hoovering. My skin prickles in the silence. Now it’s working against me, needling up close and lingering on the back of my neck. When I was writing I needed it, but now …


I close my eyes, surrendering myself again to the darkness, and open my mouth wide. The scream I release is piercing, burning my throat. But no one will come running. No one ever does.


When I open my eyes again, I don’t know how much time has passed, only that my throat is raw and my palms are clammy. I imagine you running, sprinting through the sunlight. All of this hard work. For you. For us. For all of us.


I’ve never liked the woods. But you do. So this is where it needs to be. Where I need to be. Two trains and one bus, that’s what it’s taken to get me here. It’s late. And dark. The trees are still, not stirred even in a gentle rustling. The silence is suffocating. I should turn back. But I’ve come too far now.


I shake out my hands, fingers stiff. Cold – why is it so damn cold? With only moonlight to guide me, I scurry down a twisting path. Something stirs in the undergrowth. Instinctively, I crouch down low. Not that I need to. I’m surrounded only by shadows. No one else is here so late. But it’s not always that way. Some nights as I’ve wandered these woods, I’ve caught laughter on the breeze, laced with the scent of weed. I’ve let it fill my lungs and draw me back in time. But the spell never lasted long enough. The hoot of an owl, the rustle of leaves, I’m always snapped back into the moment far too soon.


But tonight I won’t let anything distract me. I feel buoyant with purpose. Tonight, finally, I get to act. If I could see myself, I know I’d be smiling. Too long have I waited, have I dwelt on how to proceed.


I make a sharp right as the path forks and glance around at the clearing I find myself in. The trees which border me are stoic guards. I study the area, squinting against the lack of light. It feels secluded. Hidden away. But still on the main path. My hand slips into my pocket, fingers the piece of paper concealed inside. Am I taking too much of a gamble? What if someone else finds it first?


A breeze strokes through my loose hair and my teeth chatter together, the cold of the evening beginning to gnaw at me. I look to the trees, trace the line of the path.


There. A log. I hurry to it, rest my hand on its back, imagining the tree it had once been. Perhaps birds would perch in its branches, even nest there. Would squirrels twist their way up its trunk in a helter-skelter motion?


But now it’s laid low and perfect for what I need. Taking the paper from my pocket, I admire the way it glows in the moonlight like a star. Carefully, I place it on the ground amidst the carpet of moss and twigs, jutting out just enough to be visible, to catch the eye of a passer-by.


Stepping back, I rub my hands together, stomach churning. What if I’m wrong? What if they’re not the first person to find it? But if I’m right …


A charge of excitement shoots up my spine, causing me to tingle. I wish I could see it, wish I could be there in the dawn light as my little offering is discovered.


A knife twists in my stomach. Staying is impossible, my nerves already starting to devour me. But I’ll be back.


I take one last look at the paper beneath the log. Then I leave. I just need you to find it. To see it. To remember.


Sunlight mottled the ground, filtered through the canopy of green leaves overhead. Blades of grass were still tipped with dew and many flowers had yet to unfurl their petals. It was early. Less than an hour had passed since the dawn chorus concluded their performance.


Beth was running. She slowed as she reached a turn in the path, dirt crunching beneath her neon green Skechers trainers. Back on the straight, she built up speed again, arms powering at her sides. Effortlessly, she leapt over a fallen tree which sprawled across the path, pre-empting the obstacle before it even came into view. She knew this route – this trail that snaked through the woodlands near her little terraced house.


‘It’ll be nice, being so close to the woods,’ Josh had said when they went for their first viewing, a smile spreading across his face. Beth had seen the trees, the shadows beneath their canopy, and shivered in the sunlight.


‘Nice, yeah,’ she’d found the strength to mirror his smile. And now she had bested the woods. Found comfort in their darkness, in the stirring of leaves.


So, each morning, she followed Josh out of bed and as he showered, she pulled on her jogging bottoms and trainers. For an hour, she would run wild and free, like an untamed horse. Round and round she’d go, until her legs ached and her chest burned.


‘You training for a marathon or something?’ Josh had asked on one of the rare occasions he was still home when she burst through the front door, sweating and panting.


‘What? No. I just like to run.’


At fifteen, Beth had discovered the liberating properties of running, of pushing her muscles to their limits. It was intoxicating thinking only about the route, her speed, the distance. Not a morning went by when she wasn’t out in the woods powering around the trail.


Mr Woodson who lived at number thirteen in their little cul-de-sac was out that morning walking his Irish setter, Beau. He paused to raise a hand and offer a smile as Beth thundered past him. Beau’s tail wagged furiously, but the bundle of ruby fur didn’t try to chase after her, not this time.


‘Morning,’ she greeted him breathily as she sped by.


At this time, the woods were relatively quiet and undisturbed. Smoke hung on the air, an echo of teenage revelry around campfires the previous night. Beth passed by a lady with a trio of poodles and then reached the densest part of the woods. Here, the trees had grown thick and fast, causing a dip in the temperature as even the brightest rays of sunlight struggled to penetrate the overgrown mass of leaves above.


Birds were singing, chirping sweetly to one another. Beth felt her thigh muscles constrict and, with an anguished sigh, conceded that she had to slow down. Letting her arms fall lower against her sides, she drank in the crisp morning air, filling her lungs. Dark patches gathered beneath her armpits and down her back.


‘Right … okay.’ Raising her arms, Beth tightened the band holding her hair in a high ponytail and jogged idly through the maze of trees. She’d sprint again once she’d recovered some of her energy. Now that she’d slowed down she could more clearly take in her surroundings. Amidst the base of the trees sprouted little flowers, shyly concealing their purple petals. Spring was about to turn into summer, which meant that the snowdrops Beth so loved to see had long since disappeared for another year. As she pondered this, something white lying on the ground caught her eye. The brightness of it against the hues of browns and greens of the woodland carpet made it stand out starkly.


Beth came to a complete halt and peered down at the sliver of pristine whiteness. It was so utterly out of place and, as she moved closer, Beth realised that was because the object was unnatural. A piece of human debris, usually plucked up and disposed of by the group of volunteers who pruned and preened the woods on a weekly basis. Now crouching, Beth reached forward and grazed the item with the tips of her fingers. A slip of paper. It wasn’t scrunched up, like a piece of discarded rubbish. Slightly bigger than a receipt, tucked just beyond the fringes of the jogging trail and wedged beneath an old upturned log, sticking out just enough to be noticed.


Seemingly begging to be noticed.


Curious, Beth plucked the piece of paper out from beneath the tree trunk. It was crisp in her hands. And surprisingly clean. It couldn’t have been out in the elements for long at all. Straightening and turning back, she glanced at the trail behind her, then strained to look ahead. There was no one else around, no one within sight who could have dropped the slip of paper.


‘Hmm.’ It was folded over. Beth opened it up, expecting a shopping list hastily scrawled upon it or perhaps a discarded note. But, instead, she was looking not at a list of items, but of names.


The penmanship was immaculate. Each entry written in exquisite cursive text. Clearly great care had been taken.


Beth scanned the list. There were five names, each on their own line.


She gasped, as though someone had just sucker-punched her in the gut, doubling forwards. The third name on the list was all too familiar. Because it was her own.


Slowly, carefully, she read back over it, wondering if her eyes were deceiving her.


Joanne Rowles


Trevor Hoskins


Beth Belmont


Harry Jensen


Rebecca Terry


Her own name stared out at her, pretty and challenging in its neat cursive appearance.


‘What the hell?’ Beth anxiously glanced back over both shoulders, along the length of the jogging trail. There were so many trees, so many places for someone to hide. The shadows that gathered amongst the numerous trunks suddenly seemed pregnant with danger.


‘Is anyone there?’ Beth asked of the emptiness. Only the birds chirped back in response. She was alone. ‘What … what is this?’ She swept her gaze over the note one final time before shoving it into the front pocket of her hooded jumper. None of the other four names meant anything to her. Yet there had to be some connection, didn’t there?


Beth no longer felt like running. She stalked back through the woods, shoulders hunched and brow furrowed as she mentally worked through the list again and again. When she crossed the threshold to her home, she was no closer to finding a link between the names, and the weight of the list in her pocket now felt unbearably heavy.


The house was empty. Josh, reliable as the tide, had already left for work while she was on her run. After discarding the note on the kitchen table, Beth dragged her weary legs upstairs, keen to shower off the feeling of unease that coated her skin like a thick oil.



Two


‘Ruby, do you know why you’re here?’


She lifted her head to peer at the bespectacled woman on the nearby armchair but said nothing. The fibres of the sofa she was perched on were chafing against her bare legs. She wished she’d pulled on jeans rather than her pink shorts. But it was warm for April and today they might let her go outside, might let her feel the sun on her skin. Yet here she was again, in the office that smelt like old books and stale coffee. A large window showed the green grounds, glowing and lustrous in the early-morning light.


Tired of being taunted by the view, Ruby lowered her head again.


‘I felt like we made real progress during our last session.’ The woman regarded her notes and then lowered her glasses with a plump hand, letting them hang around her neck on the ornate chain she always wore. ‘Maybe we could continue from where we left off?’ It sounded like there was genuine hope in her voice.


Ruby grunted and leant forward to pick at a scab on her knee. ‘I want to go home.’ The words were mumbled, almost incoherent. Yet the woman in the armchair was attuned to her juvenile dialect.


‘You know that’s not an option.’


‘But I want to go home.’ Her words were a plea. Abandoning her scab, Ruby folded her arms against her chest, which had begun to swell. She wanted to see her friends, to feel the sun warm the back of her legs as she ran through a field. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She was supposed to be in school like everyone else.


‘Ruby, there is no going home. You understand that, don’t you?’ There was a gentleness to the woman’s words which Ruby wasn’t accustomed to hearing.


‘I do but …’ She squeezed tight against her chest, against the unfairness of it all. ‘I still want to go home.’


‘I understand that, truly.’ The woman leant forward. She had kind eyes and a treble chin. Every day she wore the same uniform of a long flowing skirt and an ill-fitting blouse that strained against her ample bosom. And she always smelt of coffee and lavender. Her curves made her seem kind, like her body was built to give cuddles. Not like Ruby’s mother, who was made of sticks, every slim bone in her body piercing and sharp. When she embraced her daughter, it felt like being pressed into a bag of needles. But already Ruby was starting to forget what it was like to be in her mother’s arms. How much time had passed since Linda Renton had held her – really held her?


‘Let’s talk about that day, about what happened,’ the woman prompted, a smile of hopeful eagerness pulling on her thin lips.


Ruby swallowed. Talking about that day was like turning the screw in a broken hinge: pointless. It never did anything, never improved her circumstances.


‘No,’ she told the woman sternly. ‘I’m done talking about it.’


‘Okay,’ came the breezy reply. There was no resistance, no hand surging forward to strike her across the face. At home, any resistance always earned her a smarting cheek. Perhaps this place wasn’t that bad after all … ‘Then let’s talk about something else. About your family. Can we talk about that?’


A shadow passed over Ruby’s young features as her hazel eyes gazed up sadly at the woman. ‘I’d really rather not.’


‘Well, we have to talk about something. It’s important that we make the most of our time here.’


‘Can we talk about something nice?’


‘Sure, Ruby. Like what?’


‘Like …’ Ruby looked up and allowed her gaze to fix upon the window and the sunlit vista beyond. ‘Like the weather. It’s so sunny today. Perhaps later I can––’


‘We can talk about the weather all you want.’ The woman was writing while she talked, scribbling notes in her thick A4 leather-bound pad. ‘But eventually we have to talk about things that are not so nice.’


‘I know. I mean, eventually, right?’


‘Right.’


‘So not today.’ Ruby continued to gaze wistfully out of the window, hoping that today could be a good day, that today she could at least pretend she was free.


‘Okay, Ruby,’ the woman conceded with a soft smile, ‘not today. But another day. And know that there will be other days, lots of them.’



Three


Hair still damp, Beth trudged back downstairs, skin flushed from the heat of the shower. Stepping into the kitchen, her eyes immediately locked on to the slip of paper on the table, left there in haste as she’d headed for the shower, needing to feel the pressure of hot water against her back. It looked innocuous in the morning sunlight.


‘Weird.’ Tentatively, Beth approached the note, drumming the blunt ends of her nails against the table as she moved round it.


Five names. Alien to her. Strangers. Except for the third name, which was her own.


Dragging a chair out, Beth sat down heavily and grabbed the note.


‘Joanne Rowles.’ She read the first name aloud, hoping that it might bring forth some distant memory from the recesses of her mind. It didn’t.


Carefully, she folded the paper along its crease and then opened it again, running her fingertips against its surface. Its material wasn’t flimsy, it was the kind of thick, sturdy paper she used to feed into the printer back at school. And the writing on it. So ornate, so carefully executed. It chilled Beth to imagine someone bent over a different table, pen in hand, taking the time to write out her name so artistically, so elaborately. The list was not scrawled in haste.


‘But why?’ Beth stared at it hard and bit her lip. What was the point of the list? What connected her to the other names?


The brightness outside drew her attention, reminding her of the litany of chores she had to do that morning, of her shift at the cinema that commenced at six. She didn’t have time to idle over the list. But still the names lodged themselves in her mind, prickly as a thorn.


After pinning a freshly washed load of clothes onto the rotary line in the small back garden and cleaning away what remained of last night’s dinner, Beth once again found herself drifting towards the kitchen table and the folded slip of paper upon it.


‘Why am I on there?’ she asked aloud, knowing no answer would present itself. ‘Could it be another Beth Belmont?’ she wondered. In the woods? Her woods? Where she ran each morning? Her fingers twitched with the impulse to go into the lounge and fire up her laptop. A quick Google search might shed some more light on matters.


Beth’s bare feet took her out of the kitchen, across the grey tiled floor towards the lounge at the back of the small terrace. The computer was in her sights when she heard gravel crunching beneath the weight of thick tyres. Turning, she saw through the kitchen window that Josh’s van had just pulled into the driveway. Her chest constricted as her gaze flew back towards the list.


Beth was struck by a sudden urge to hide it. Should she? Like anyone in a relationship, Beth yearned for hers to be open and honest, built on a foundation of trust. But what would she say to him at this point? She at least needed more information, more context, before she presented the list to him. Lest he think she was being crazy. Josh saw the world in such certain terms. The list would either be an issue in his eyes or something to completely disregard. Beth couldn’t risk being influenced by his steadfastness until she knew more. He wouldn’t entertain her questions, that wasn’t his style.


She gnawed on the inside of her cheek, stomach swirling with indecision. Could she just discard it? Throw it in the bin, forget all about it? Her mind was a machine gun, launching rapid-fire questions. She drew a breath and the door to the house creaked open.


Josh strode into the kitchen, looking harassed.


‘Bloody typical,’ he muttered to himself, shaking his head.


‘Hey,’ Beth straightened in the doorway and pulled her lips into a welcoming smile. ‘What are you doing back home again?’ Her voice pitched higher, ‘Everything okay?’


‘Forgot my lunch, didn’t I?’ Josh replied with a grunt as he thrust open the silver door of the fridge and stooped to grope inside it.


‘Oh.’ The list sat there. On the table. Out in the open.


‘What time are you going in?’ Plastic lunch box in hand, Josh straightened and looked over at her. Already his T-shirt was dirtied with dust and grime, his jeans spattered with paint.


‘Umm.’ Beth pushed a hand through her damp hair. He’d asked her a question. A direct one. A simple one. Yet it was taking a herculean effort to think of anything other than the list on the table. Had he seen it yet? Would he see it? ‘Six.’ She furrowed her brow. ‘I’m on close tonight, so not in until six.’


‘Right, okay.’ Josh nodded. His six-foot-three frame seemed to completely fill the small kitchen. In fact, any room he stood in within their terraced home felt dwarfed by his presence.


This was the point where he should leave, get back in his van and return to work. Beth should be waving him off, smiling sweetly. But she couldn’t do that. This was Josh, her Josh. Josh who would hold her in the small hours of the night as she trembled away the last fragments of a terrible nightmare. If the list was an issue, then he needed to know about it. Beth knew that he’d just want to protect her – that was his default reaction to anything. She relented.


‘Before you go.’ She stepped closer to the table, smelling the musk of building materials that clung to Josh. ‘I found something strange when I was out jogging this morning.’


‘Strange?’ His thick eyebrows pulled together. ‘If it’s anything rank, I’ve told you to just leave it where it is. The guys at work are always joking that people go dogging in the woods near here.’


‘No, no, nothing like that. This …’ Beth leant towards the table and grabbed the article in question, unfolded the piece of paper and passed it to her boyfriend. He clutched it with the tips of his fingers silently. ‘It … it was just on the ground towards the back of the woods, tucked under a fallen tree. I mean, it’s weird, right?’


‘Your name is on here.’ He looked quizzically between Beth and the list he was holding.


‘I know. And those … those other names mean nothing to me.’


‘And it was in the woods?’


‘Uh-huh. Almost completely hidden beneath a fallen tree trunk.’


‘Weird.’ He handed the note back to her. ‘What do you think it means?’


‘I’ve no idea.’


There was no longer any urgency to Josh’s movements, all thoughts of returning to work abandoned. ‘Was anyone around when you picked it up?’


‘Not that I saw.’


‘And this was the only note you found?’


‘Yep, that’s it. Just the one.’


‘Shit, Beth, that’s weird.’


Beth nodded.


‘Think it’s one of the little pricks at the cinema messing with you?’ Josh’s tone became hostile.


It was a conclusion Beth hadn’t considered, but it was plausible. She worked at her local cinema as a projectionist and was much older than a lot of her front-of-house colleagues, often still in college or university. They certainly enjoyed playing pranks on one another but had never included Beth before. She was the mature one in the group and they kept a respectful distance from her. Everyone except her manager, Colin. He was just a year younger than Beth, married with three kids and paying off an extortionate mortgage he loved to lament about whenever he had the chance.


‘I mean, I guess it could have been someone at work.’


‘I wouldn’t put it past them,’ Josh grumbled, nostrils flaring. ‘Some of them are right brats. I wish you’d get a proper job, Beth.’


Proper job.


The flippant remark cut into her, piercing with its damning truth.


‘You’re so smart,’ Josh would comment during those first heady days of living together, when their relationship was as new and untarnished as their little home. ‘Do you really want to load film reels for the rest of your life? You could be so much more, Beth.’


She had dreams and aspirations, sure. But all the doors which led to them had been closed to her a long time ago. Besides, the cinema suited her. It was dark up in the projection rooms. Safe. She could drift along the corridors, move from theatre to theatre without being bothered. She felt like the Phantom of the Opera, always out of sight, and she liked it that way. Let her younger peers deal with the public, with the filling of popcorn buckets and tearing of ticket stubs.


‘Well, don’t dwell on it,’ Josh advised as he tucked his lunch box under his arm. ‘And if it is one of those acne-ridden little pricks, then I need you to write up a list of names of your own.’


‘Josh––’


‘They’d literally shit a brick if I showed up on their doorstep with some of my boys. And they wouldn’t try and freak you out again. Little bastards. I hate the way they’re always looking down on you, just because the cinema is some pit stop on their grand tour to becoming wankers with degrees. You’re the sweetest, kindest person I know, you deserve to work with people who respect you.’ He stepped forward to lean down and plant the whisper of a kiss on her forehead.


‘Have a good afternoon at work.’


‘I’ll try and be home before six.’ He kissed her again. ‘I love you.’


No matter how many times she heard it, its power never faded. She’d often cocoon herself in the sentiment, fold it around her like a warm towel long after Josh had left. She was smiling as she waved goodbye.


‘I love you too.’


I repeat the names to myself as I stand beneath a tepid trickle of water each morning. I let them roll off my tongue, bounce off the tiles crusted with black mould and echo back to me. They are familiar to me now, woven so tightly into memory that they can never be unpicked. But, once, they had been new. Strange.


My search for names had led me to Roger’s door, as I’d always suspected it would. In the lazy haze of twilight, his olive door had creaked open and he’d peered out at me. First came surprise, his pupils widening. Then his jaw began to quiver with fear.


‘You know why I’m here,’ I told him bluntly, hopping from foot to foot, arms tight across my chest. Even though it was mid-summer, I was cold. I was always cold. The doctors told me it’s Crohn’s, eating me from the inside out, draining me down to just skin and bones.


‘Look, I …’ A single hand lifted pleadingly, fingertips calloused. I wondered if he still played the guitar or if I’d ruined that hobby for him completely when I’d smashed his beloved Gibson. ‘You can’t be here. Do you understand?’


‘The names.’ I glowered at him, felt the throb of my pulse within my inner ear. ‘Tell me the names.’


‘You know that I can’t, I––’


‘You know them.’ I shuffled towards him, the worn soles of my trainers whispering against his concrete step. ‘And you’re going to tell me.’


‘Really, I can’t. Please, don’t do anything … irrational. Look, just come inside and we can––’ He eased back from the doorway to gesture to his hallway, to the plush carpet and floral wallpaper. To the black phone resting on top of a slim pine table.


I bit down on my tongue and moved fast. Side-stepping the porch, I lunged at the red brick of the house, forehead first. I heard my nose crunch before I felt the warmth of blood seeping down my face. With a grimace, I returned to the step, light-headed, to the sound of Roger gasping, the sound gargling in his throat like a fledgling scream.


‘What are you––’


‘The names.’ My bones ached with exhaustion.


Roger’s hand again crossed the threshold, trying to reach me. But his grip had always been weak.


‘Tell me the names.’


‘Please,’ he begged, voice raw with desperation, ‘don’t, don’t do this. Stop hurting yourself, stop––’


I smiled at him and he stopped, remembering the game all too well. I kept my voice low, level. But there was a pounding within my skull that was getting loud and desperate.


‘Either you tell me the names,’ I explained, ‘or I’ll pound my head against the wall of your house until my fucking brains are splattered across your front step.’


‘Please, stop, just––’


‘And when the police come …’ I continued, holding him in a fixed stare whilst he squirmed beneath my gaze like a fish caught on a line, mouth gaping open with each anxious breath he drew, ‘… do you think they’ll believe that I did this to myself? You tried so hard to bury our history, but I can dig it up again. Maybe I’ll tell the police that’s why you took my head and bashed my skull against the bricks until I went limp in your arms, just to keep me quiet, just to keep your sordid secrets safe?’


‘Don’t,’ he pleaded pathetically, sweat glistening on his craggy forehead. ‘Don’t do this.’


‘What would your neighbours – your colleagues – think?’


‘I’m begging you.’ He gripped the door frame, knuckles white.


‘What would your wife think?’


‘Don’t.’ It was a whisper. His shoulders sank as the last of his resistance ebbed away. I’d worn him down.


‘The names and I walk away into the night.’ I had to keep pushing, keen to claim what I came for.


Now he was silent.


‘The names and I forget where you live.’


‘And what will you do with them?’


I made the mistake of tilting my head to the side, causing spots to explode in my line of vision. Wincing, I swiped away the blood that had gathered beneath my nose and squared my shoulders, needing to look firm. ‘Does it matter?’ My question was followed by a guttural cough, my lungs stinging enough to make my eyes water, helping me forget the pain pulsing in my temple. The night was creeping in, I needed to get home.


Roger straightened up, ran a hand through his thin white hair, pale blue eyes never daring to move from my bloodied face. ‘Will you hurt them?’ His forehead crinkled.


‘I’ll make them remember.’


‘Why can’t you just move on?’


I wanted to laugh at him, at the hypocrisy of his comment. Instead, I rubbed my slick blood between my thumb and forefinger. ‘I refuse to live a lie.’


He flinched and then withdrew to the plush comfort of his home, emerging less than a minute later with a folded piece of paper. My trophy.


Satisfied, I walked away, felt his eyes on me until I was out of sight.


And now the names are mine. A story I know the beginning, middle and end to. I whisper them as I trudge into town to wait in line at the job centre, mumble them into my pillow as I lie in bed and wait for exhaustion to take me.


I’m on the third one. I get a jolt of excitement every time I consider that. And yet …


My brother. Her. Their faces find me when I try to sleep. Their last words to me the lyrics to a song I’d much sooner forget. But this time is different. I know it is. While they were just surviving, she’s thriving. I’ve seen it.


My excitement curdles with fear. I’ve lost so much that I’m hollow. Yet still I gamble what remains.


I twist onto my side and clutch a pillow against my stomach, folding into it. Cold. It’s always so cold. It’s hours until the sun will glow through my window, golden and warming. Until then I’m left staring at its substitute – the street lamp just a few feet from my building. I can see the moths that circle it, foolish and committed in their pursuit of light.


Tomorrow, I will catch two trains and one bus. Tomorrow, I will find out if the gift I left in the woods has been found. My stomach clenches, the anticipation becoming unbearable. I can hear myself groaning as I hold my pillow ever tighter. I wish I could have stayed there, in the woods. I wish I could have waited for dawn to bleed across the sky, for birds to begin their chorus within the trees, for the animals of the undergrowth to stir. Those moments, when the world is first stirring, can feel so pure. So hopeful. But then every day ends the same, no matter how it begins.


I loop the names around my mind one final time before I surrender to sleep.


An hour later and Beth was sitting in the centre of the plush sofa they’d got on sale at Next. Her computer was resting on a cushion on her lap. She was idly checking her emails and social media, but she knew that really she was biding her time until she gave in to her curiosity and entered every name on the list into Google. She just wanted answers, which was normal, right? But what if she was just giving the author what they wanted, playing into the hands of a prankster?


Was Josh right? What if the younger team members at work were just trying to wind her up? It seemed like their style. Perhaps it was a reference to a film she hadn’t seen. Her peers at the cinema had an encyclopaedic knowledge of movies. Often, they’d lace their conversations with relevant quotes or anecdotes, which made Beth feel even more excluded from their social clique than she already was.


When it came to films, Beth was sorely out of the loop. It was partly what had drawn her to the job at the cinema; that, and the fact that she managed to get through to the interview stage. As a projectionist, she could finally catch up on the world of the silver screen. As a child, she’d loved to watch fantasy adventure films, where magic and reality collided, films like Labyrinth and Dark Crystal. But as a teenager, cinema trips ended, films and their magic became lost to her.


‘Trevor Hoskins.’ Beth thought about the second name on the list, trying unsuccessfully to jolt free a memory that might help her find a missing link. Her hands hovered above the keyboard of her laptop, frozen with indecision. ‘It’s probably just a prank.’


The afternoon sun which bled through the patio doors warmed her bare feet. Beth turned to glance appreciatively at her little garden, which was so green, so lustrous. A tiny patch of lawn which she had ardently cared for since moving in. The washing on the line swung softly in a lazy breeze.


Josh had so easily served up an explanation for the list. Why was he so quick to come to a conclusion? Why not the level of intrigue which gnawed at Beth?


He’s worried about fixation.


Her cheeks burned as she recalled the events of the previous summer when she’d become convinced that their new neighbours hated her. She’d googled them relentlessly, stalked them on Facebook, become obsessed, all because the slim blonde had ignored her call of Good morning one sunny July day. Beth had feared they saw something in her, that they had a reason to despise her.


‘You’re driving yourself crazy,’ Josh had lamented as he’d snatched her laptop away from her, his tone like thunder. ‘Let it go, Beth. She just didn’t hear you, it’s nothing.’


And it had turned out to be nothing. Josh was right. But the note … that was something. From the location to the penmanship, everything about it seemed deliberate. Beth felt in her core that her happening upon it was no accident. Someone had intended her to find the note. But where was the prank in that?


With a sigh, Beth lowered her hands and began typing, punching each key with unnecessary force. She typed in a Google search:


Five names on a list, the third one is yours.


She hoped it would be a tag line from a film or a line from a song, something to connect it to some canon or zeitgeist that her co-workers ardently followed. But there wasn’t anything. A few unrelated websites were listed beneath her search.


‘Dammit.’


So the connection had to be the names themselves, there was nothing else. But Beth really didn’t know them. The only recognisable name on the list was her own.


It has to mean something.


With steady hands, she started with the first name on the list, the one neatly written above all the authors, and typed Joanne Rowles into her laptop’s search engine.
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Facebook profiles, LinkedIn pages, Beth scrolled through them all, reading about a plethora of people named Joanne Rowles, greatly diverse in age and location. Nothing shone out from the screen with any glimmer of familiarity.


‘Who are you?’ Beth wondered aloud as she read about a Joanne Rowles who was a doctor in Sydney, Australia. She knew this couldn’t be the person she was looking for since Beth had never even left the UK. Surely she couldn’t somehow be connected to someone on the other side of the world.


As the hours slid by, Beth tumbled deeper into the rabbit hole of strangers’ profiles, becoming increasingly desperate and willing to spot any possible link. If she found a Joanne who was the same age, she’d linger on their information, scour all their available images, without even knowing what she was looking for.


The sun passed across the room, leaving her feet bare and cold. Still Beth didn’t move, not even when her throat became parched and her hands began to ache.


There has to be something.


Increasingly, she couldn’t accept that the list was merely just a prank. Why would anyone do that to her when her presence at the cinema was so unobtrusive? She dwelt in the projection rooms, the shadows of the corridors. What gossip she heard uttered by the others she quickly forgot. Beth lived with blinkers on, focused on what was in front of her. Her friends had fallen away. It was her and Josh. And yet the note, it had been there, directly in her path. It wanted to be found, read, investigated.


On the twenty-fifth page of search results for Joanne Rowles, Beth finally accepted that she should probably stop. It was exhausting to slam her head against a succession of dead ends.


With a weary sigh, Beth clicked on the next listed link. It took her to a page for a regional newspaper, The Bridgnorth Bugle, and a small story from several months ago about a fire. The headline read:


WOMAN, 29, DIES IN SUSPICIOUS HOUSE FIRE


Beth’s eyes widened with interest. She was herself only four months away from her thirtieth birthday. And where was Bridgnorth? Wasn’t it a small market town in the next county over?


Gravel beneath tyres. A key turning in the lock. Staring at her laptop, Beth failed to hear the sounds which heralded Josh’s arrival back from work. He burst into the lounge, cheeks reddened by a day spent out in the sun.


‘Beth, what are you doing here?’ He was annoyed. And confused.


‘Huh?’ Beth’s gaze strayed away from the article to the lower right-hand corner of the screen and the little digital clock that was tucked away there in the toolbar. It was quarter past six. She was officially late for work. ‘Shit.’ Slamming the computer closed, she shoved it from her lap and hurried out of the room, squeezing her way past Josh, who loomed large in the doorway.


‘Beth, what’s going on?’ his voice followed her up the stairs. ‘Are you all right?’


‘I lost track of time,’ she quickly explained as she dove into their bedroom and began pulling open drawers, desperately seeking the items of her work uniform.


‘That’s not like you.’ The floorboards creaked in protest as Josh followed her into the room.


‘Like I said, I lost track of time.’ Beth pulled on her polo shirt with the cinema’s logo emblazoned in the top corner. Next came her plain black trousers. Then she’d need shoes. And her hair, what sort of state was that in?


‘What were you even doing?’


‘Just …’ she shrugged as she fastened the zip on her trousers. ‘You know, stuff.’


The washing. It was still out on the line. There was a lot Beth had neglected to do as she’d sat transfixed in front of her laptop, chasing a seemingly unanswerable riddle.


‘This anything to do with that list you found?’ Josh folded his arms, thick as tree trunks, across his chest. Was he concerned? Because he sounded annoyed. Beth couldn’t risk getting drawn into a heated debate with him, she was running late enough as it was. Each minute she procrastinated in the house was another minute that would be deducted from her wages.


‘I need to go.’ Finally dressed, she barged past him. Her hair was loose and full of kinks from being left to dry naturally, but there wasn’t time to care. Her footsteps thundered back down the stairs and in the hallway she grabbed her bag and slid into a pair of worn black ballet pumps.


‘You need to bin the damn thing,’ Josh persisted, following her. Now they were both in the hallway, the driveway beyond distorted by the mottled glass in the front door.


‘Josh, I have to go. I’m late.’


‘It means nothing,’ he insisted. ‘Don’t get obsessed about it, okay? It’s just names on a list. That’s it.’


‘Yes,’ Beth agreed as she reached for the door handle, ‘but one of those names is mine.’



Five


The door clicked loudly behind her as she was shut inside. Ruby glanced around woefully at her assigned room. Though calling it a room seemed overly charitable. It felt more like a prison cell. She rubbed at her arms as she shuffled towards the single bed on a wrought-iron frame that occupied the farthest wall.


To her left, there was a small writing desk, sans paper and pens. It was currently empty, like so much of the room. A cork noticeboard hung above the desk, but it didn’t even contain any pins, let alone any pictures. There was a slim metal rail opposite the desk, where some of Ruby’s clothes hung down lamely, each supported by thick plastic hangers, and along the ceiling ran a strip light, which hummed loudly whenever it was turned on.


‘Just great,’ Ruby muttered to herself, feeling surly as more goosebumps pricked along her skin. It was always so very cold in her room, probably because of the lack of natural light. A single window resided high above her bed, barely a sliver in the thick bare wall. Beyond the crappy little window. Ruby knew that the sun was shining, had seen it while she sat in the musty office for yet another interrogation. How long had she been here? No one would permit her to look at a calendar.


The sun was her sole connection to the outside world. She could tell from its glorious glow that it must still be summer.


Approaching her bed, Ruby kicked off the rubber-soled shoes they made her walk around in and climbed on top of the aged mattress. Rusty springs winced as she drew herself up onto her tiptoes and leant against the flat grey wall that covered her room.


Grey.


It had quickly become her least favourite colour, mainly because it barely felt like a colour at all. It was so uniformly bleak, reminding her only of rainy days. Why couldn’t her room have been painted in something more vibrant, like yellow or blue?


Still straining on her tiptoes, the mattress sagged beneath her weight and the springs wheezed. Ruby didn’t care. She needed to see the sun at least once more that day. Her fingertips scrambled up the smooth walls, reaching for the ledge of the tiny window.


‘Come … on.’ She puffed.


It was always just too far. Fully extended, on her tiptoes, arms stretched so that her shoulders ached, she’d find the ledge in her grip and then try to haul herself up higher, desperate to look out at something natural, something that wasn’t grey. But, as usual, she was several inches too short. Even clutching the ledge, she couldn’t haul herself up any more, all she was looking at was the bland surface of the wall, instead of the glorious glow of sunshine.


‘Shit.’ She slapped her hands against the brickwork and then slammed down against her bed in an avalanche of sagging springs and disappointed breathing. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’ Ruby gave the wall several punches for good measure. Her knuckles began to throb, whilst the matte grey paint remained mockingly pristine. ‘Shit!’


With one final sigh, she dropped onto her back and peered up at the cracks in her tiled ceiling. It reminded her of the ceiling back in her maths class, where she’d sat beside Annie and they’d scribbled notes into their textbooks instead of following along with Mr Simmons as he tried to get them to understand algebraic equations.


‘Keep climbing those walls and your bed will break.’


A voice crept into the space around her, distant yet close. Ruby rolled onto her side.


‘I just want to see the sun.’


‘A fart couldn’t even escape through our fucking windows.’


Ruby snorted. ‘You’re right.’


‘I’m always right.’


Dexter Griffin. Ruby had met him in the canteen during lunch and dinner service and they’d realised that they were dorm mates. A vent which ran between their rooms permitted them to chat freely with one another on still afternoons such as this, when the rest of the building was quiet. If an alarm was sounding, or they were on lockdown, Dexter’s voice would be drowned out by the incessant wail of a siren.
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