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Prologue

October 31st

Little Forest is the only place I’ve ever lived, and
it’s the place where I’m going to die.

Tonight.

My life wasn’t flashing before my
tear-filled eyes and no treasured childhood memories were entering
my muddled, exhausted mind. There was no time to remember friends
or family, no chance for bravery of any kind and absolutely no hope
that I’d somehow be saved from this crushingly swift fate.

At twenty-one years old, my time was up.

Considering what had happened to me over the
past couple of months, it seemed darkly poetic that everything
should catch up with me at Hallowe’en.

It would make a sensational headline.

If I was ever found.

For just one second, the sheer terror of my
current situation was overridden by another - more unexpected -
feeling: wonder. Pure and simple wonder that the tiny village I’d
lived in my whole life could harbour such sinister secrets. Wonder
that the place I’d always moaned about being boring was actually
anything but. Wonder that I could have ignored all the signs for
so long.

My persistent tears had at last succeeded in
blurring my vision and everything in front of me was now in an
eerie soft focus; the ground, the grass and the trees were now just
smudges in the darkness.

With my sight impaired, the sounds of the
forest suddenly bombarded my ears. I could hear the cold autumn
wind blowing shrilly through the leaves of the surrounding trees,
the scuttling of some small, nearby animal, and the calm hooting of
a distant owl.

But there was only one sound that I was
waiting for; the sound that would be the last I ever heard.

At this gut wrenching thought, my trembling
legs finally crumbled and I reached out to hold onto the rough bark
of the tree branch in front of me, scratching my already bloodied
hand in the process. I didn’t even register the pain.

I was just steadying myself when I saw
something move out of the corner of my eye. Blinking frantically to
remove my cloud of tears, I shifted my now slightly clearer gaze to
the large hollow tree about ten feet away. I saw a silhouette of
someone standing next to the bark and for one brilliant second my
heart leapt in hope.

The Woman.

I blinked some more, wanting to get a better
picture of my possible saviour, but felt a familiar sick feeling
clawing at my stomach as my vision cleared and I realised there was
no one there.

No one could help me now.

My desperate thoughts were cut off as the
distressed voice next to me rasped, “I’m so sorry, Beth.”

It was the first thing either of us had said
since we’d realised it was the end.

I didn’t even try to reply; the effort of
talking seemed impossible. I wanted to tell him that it was alright
and that it wasn’t his fault, but words - like my courage - failed
me. I let the stinging tears run freely down my damp, dirty skin as
I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and waited for the
gunshot.


Chapter One

Sometimes, ‘impossible’ is just an excuse.

It is a convenient defence for the billions
of people worldwide who just refuse to believe their own eyes.
These people go out of their way to make sure they don’t
believe. They ignore what’s right in front of them in favour of a
logical explanation, they pretend to miss the unmissable, they try
and rationalise even the most bizarre of occurrences.

How do I know this?

I used to be one of them.

I used to put bumps in the night down to the
house settling, shadows in the corner of the room were just my
imagination, wailing screams in the night were just the wind.

I played this game with myself for years,
but I didn’t win.

Sometimes, impossible is just an excuse.

I say ‘sometimes’ because, more often than
not, the bumps in the night will be the house settling,
shadows will be your imagination, and unearthly wails
will be the wind. Sometimes, though, they will be something
else entirely. I learned this the hard way.

I don’t expect everyone to believe my story
any more than I expect them to suddenly start trusting their own
instincts and accepting what’s right in front of them. For most
people, this will never happen. They won’t let it happen. But for
those who find that the following pages conjure up familiar
feelings, resurrect cryptic childhood memories, or make your
stomach churn with reluctant acknowledgement, I urge you to open
your mind up to the possibility that my tale - like many others
before me - is true.

Sometimes, you need to look past the
impossible and see the world as it really is.

Sometimes, you just need to believe.

***

So, when did I start believing?

I can trace that back to one Friday night
around two months ago; that night was the start of everything.

Friday nights in Little Forest weren’t
usually anything to write home about. Not that I had to worry about
that; I’d never left mine. I still lived with my ordinary parents
in our quaint house in a traditional English village. This had been
fine for the past twenty-one years, but now I had to
leave.

My best friend, Veronica, and I had been
planning an escape to the Big City for a while. Both of us now had
steady jobs and every penny we saved was one less second we’d have
to be stuck in this small, claustrophobic place.

Little Forest was slowly but surely
depressing the hell out of me.

 


“Come on, it’s not that bad.”

I glanced at Veronica, who was smiling
widely at me but shaking her head in what I supposed was a kind of
amused exasperation. She had been staring at her phone for the past
five minutes and I hadn’t even realised she was listening to my
ramblings about our home village. She didn’t really need to listen
that closely; I often groaned about the area and I always said the
same things.

My moaning was becoming as repetitive as my
life.

“V, did you seriously just say Little Forest
isn’t that bad?”

Veronica shook her head again and I noted
(with only the tiniest hint of jealousy) her almost-perfect
appearance. As usual, her barely-there make-up was immaculate and
the subtle, natural shades complimented her soft features and
large, brown eyes. Her soft, plump lips had been injected with a
subtle pink gloss, the exact colour of candyfloss at a village
fête. Her shiny dark hair had recently been cut into a
sophisticated bob and the short, black dress she was wearing was
simple and classic.

She looked like a Hollywood movie star from
the Golden Age of cinema. She always did.

Her outfit made my chequered red skirt,
black strappy top and purple Doc Martens seem clunky and outdated.
It was what I felt comfortable in, though, and it showed off my
most recent self-designed tattoo: a black and purple long-stemmed
gothic rose on my left leg. My designer tattoos made up for my lack
of designer clothes.

V linked arms with me as we made our way
over to the bar. “Well, it’s Friday night, we’re at The Pit, and we
have something pretty cool to celebrate, remember?” Veronica
laughed - a beautiful, melodic sound that often attracted the guys
(and some girls) - before gripping me in an extremely tight
hug.

I hugged her back and turned to the
bartender, catching my reflection in the wall-length bar mirror. I
tended to style myself more with my hair and make-up rather than my
clothes. Tonight I’d gone a bit crazy with the eye make-up, piling
on the mascara and thick black eye liner (I never went anywhere
without eye liner), while the colour of my lipstick was even
brighter than my dyed red hair. When you were best friends with
Veronica Summers, you did all you could to make yourself stand out
- otherwise you ended up simply fading into the shadows.

I ordered two vodka and Cokes and let my
mind wander to the village gossip that had been drifting through
Little Forest for the past few days, gossip that was much more
interesting than the usual kids going off the rails or the endless
adultery rumours that constantly seemed to circulate around
here.

“Do you think the new guy will be here
tonight?” I tried to sound casual. It didn’t work.

Veronica smiled excitedly. “I hope so. He
can’t go too much longer without anyone seeing him.”

A new family was big news in Little Forest;
it was such a tight-knit community that people hardly ever moved
away, leaving little room for anyone else to move in. The two new
residents, an Irish man and his mother, were therefore unique, and
currently the main topic of village conversations. The only
information I’d heard about Connor was that he was 25, he was from
Dublin, and he lived with his mum. He was made all the more
mysterious by the fact that neither I nor any of my friends had
seen him yet.

“Connor Maguire…” I let the name roll off my
tongue in a slight Irish accent. “He sounds like a movie star.”

“Or a leprechaun.” V laughed. “Just don’t
pin all your hopes on an exotic stranger, B. We won’t be here much
longer…” She sang the last sentence, as she’d been doing for the
past few months, and I couldn’t help but smile. She grinned back,
an almost manic glint in her eye, then picked up her drink as she
glanced at the clock on the wall. “Will’s late.”

I bit my lip to stop some sarcastic comment
from leaving my mouth and settled for a nod as we turned to face
the rest of the club.

The Pit was the only nightclub that catered
for the three villages of Little Forest, Durwich and Renfield, and
it was the last building on Main Street (along with the Picture
House cinema opposite) before the village was swallowed up by the
surrounding woods. On the way in, I’d just been able to make out
the top of Little Forest Castle, a black mass in the darkness. The
castle, though at the end of the village, was in many ways the
centre of the community. It brought in the most tourists, was the
host to endless local fairs and fêtes, and was on pretty much every
postcard and promotional item that Little Forest had ever
produced.

It was also incredibly creepy at
night, and I’d only spared it a brief glance before I’d hurried
into the warmth of the club.

Little Forest was nothing without its castle
and the surrounding Great Specton Woods, something I’d find out
soon enough.

***

As it was the start of the weekend, tonight was the
regular Friday club night, ‘Rock Magic’. This was a hit with pretty
much everyone - whether they liked rock music or not - but tonight
there was something else to celebrate. It was mine and Veronica’s
twenty-first birthdays. Or, more accurately, it was my
birthday. Veronica had turned twenty-one the day before.

There were other places we could have gone,
such as the local up-market cocktail bar (ingeniously named
‘Cocktail!’), or the Little Forest Inn where my mum worked, but The
Pit was cheaper and much more my scene. Its gothic décor,
reasonably-priced drinks and loud music suited me down to the
ground. It was the perfect place for a birthday celebration.

I groaned inwardly as Will Wolseley entered
the club. He was closely followed by Rach Williams and Max Rivers
(nicknamed The Couple by Veronica), and was desperately looking
around for anyone else he knew. His eyes landed on us and he ran
over, relief flooding through his features.

He raised his voice slightly over the music.
“Summers! Thank God you’re here. I couldn’t stand another minute
alone with those two; I walked with them all up Main Street.”
Veronica patted Will on the shoulder before turning back to the bar
to get him his customary cider.

He was wearing his usual blue Converse,
black jeans and geek oriented graphic t-shirt; tonight’s was a red
number with ‘They’re Coming to Get You, Barbara’ printed in large
black letters on the front. His short, spiky brown hair made him
look younger than he was (he was the same age as V and I), and he
often acted much younger, too.

He looked me up and down and winked. “Hello,
Miss Powers!”

One of his most irritating habits was
calling people by their last name, and I hated mine. I’d been
teased for years at school by stupid kids who took my surname
literally and thought I must be some kind of witch; if only I was,
then I could magic Will away from me.

I laughed his greeting off. “Mr
Wolseley.”

“Happy Birthday, Beth.” He started to lean
towards me, possibly going in for a hug, then thought better of it.
“I’ll, er, buy you a drink later on or something.”

I nodded, smiling, and said “hi” to The
Couple as they joined us at the bar, receiving a cheery “hello”
back from Rach. The most anyone ever got out of her boyfriend, Max,
was a quiet grunt.

Rach gave me a quick hug and a peck on the
cheek before passing over a birthday card; a girly glittery thing
that simply screamed Rachel Williams. Rach was definitely unique in
her look, especially for around here. Tonight she was wearing
another of her floral print dresses with black leggings and silver
ballet pumps. Her summery light blonde hair had been styled into
soft waves and she wasn’t wearing any make-up; she didn’t need it -
her smooth, peachy skin was so flawless I doubted if she’d ever had
any spots in her life. Her lips were full and soft like Veronica’s,
and her eyelashes were so long she could easily get away with
murder just by fluttering them innocently at the judge and jury.
She looked the least likely person to want to hang out in a rock
club, but it appeared that Max was slowly getting her into some of
the alternative music that The Pit played.

I didn’t think I’d ever seen Max in any
colour other than black. Tonight he was wearing black skinny jeans,
black trainers and a black hoodie, despite the heat in the club. He
had small, squirrelly features, but it didn’t matter too much as
his long, black hair usually covered them anyway. His hair always
looked greasy and unkempt to me; he was probably too lazy to bother
with any kind of grooming regime. He was certainly too lazy to get
a job. Max’s overall look just screamed Tim Burton.

They looked like an incredibly unlikely
couple, but maybe what people said about opposites attracting was
true. Then again, pickings were slim in Little Forest.

Just one of the many reasons I couldn’t wait
to leave.

***

I ordered some more drinks from Fred Steiner, the
always tired-looking barman, and nudged Veronica in the ribs when I
saw what was behind him. She followed my gaze to a large black
poster mounted on the wall. In bright red letters were the words
‘Random Violation’ with next Friday’s date written underneath.

V smiled at me and did an excited little
jump; Random Violation were our favourite band and we never missed
one of their Pit gigs. They were usually supported by some spotty
faced teenagers from the surrounding area, and next week was no
exception; the group ‘Poison Prescription’ were named after the
local legend of a murderous doctor. You may think that morbid, but
believe me, it was pretty normal for around here.

Will suddenly pushed past The Couple to
stand next to Veronica, and I could see Rach’s look of disgust
behind his back. I worked with her at the local cinema and she
shared my views on Will, even though she didn’t seem to notice that
Max was possibly the lamest guy in Little Forest; on top of lacking
any kind of social skills, I had a sneaking suspicion he was
constantly high, as half of the time he didn’t even seem to know
where he was. He made Will Wolseley seem like Prince William.

I did feel slightly bad for my
less-than-positive views on Max and Will, but what can I say? They
brought it on themselves.

Will looked to see what Veronica and I had
been geeking out about and groaned loudly when he read the poster.
“Random Violation again? Why here?”

I could see the rage entering V’s face (as
much as she loved Will, it didn’t stop them from arguing about
absolutely everything), and I braced myself for one of their famous
fights. They were incredibly frequent and - like Veronica in
general - almost always over the top.

“A band like RV will always come back to
places that have supported them. Like me and B, when we live in
London I suppose we’ll come back to visit you.”

Will’s usual cheery expression faded; he
hated the idea of us leaving the village (well, just Veronica
really). “I don’t know why you need to leave anyway. You’ve both
got jobs here, friends, family… what does London have that Little
Forest doesn’t?”

I turned away from the bar, trying to tune
their conversation out. I’d come here for some fun birthday
celebrations, and maybe to see the elusive Connor Maguire, and
their bickering was beginning to get on my nerves.

I scanned the rest of the club, which was
slowly filling up as it got nearer to 11 p.m., looking for anyone I
knew (or didn’t know in the case of the new resident). I noticed a
few kids that I thought were still in high school and wondered how
they’d got past the bouncers; I’d never managed to sneak into The
Pit before I was legal. Apart from that, it was the usual crowd of
misfits from Little Forest and the other towns and villages in
Covershire County.

Veronica raised her voice from beside me.
“Oh I don’t know, Will… how about excitement? Opportunity? Better
jobs? Meeting new people? Not rotting away here for the next sixty
years?”

I rolled my eyes at Rach, who’d looked up at
the rising sound of Veronica’s indignation. She smiled at me and
went back to talking to Max; she had no problem getting
words out of him, at least.

I was just about to turn back to Veronica
and tell her to keep it down when I noticed a bright white shape
hiding behind all the shimmering colours of people on the dance
floor. I couldn’t tell what it was so I shifted my position to try
and see past the crowd - it seemed to be the shape of a person, but
it must have been a pretty short person.

The group of under-age students suddenly
moved en masse towards the DJ booth, uncovering the strange white
form. It was a child.

My first reaction was to laugh; how the hell
did she manage to get in here? Sixteen-year-olds were one thing,
but there was no way the bouncers would have missed someone who
looked under five. I was about to turn and point this out to V when
the girl looked straight at me.

Her head cocked to one side and she suddenly
stopped moving her tiny hand which had previously been next to her
mouth, twirling her long blonde hair around her fingers. I wasn’t
really a child person in general, but there was something about
this girl, something about the glow of her skin and the sadness in
her eyes, that made it hard to look away; no, impossible to
look away. The girl was still staring at me but she seemed
uncertain, and I watched as she silently raised her hand and held
it up in a stationary salute.

“Beth?”

A hand suddenly appeared in front of my face
and I lost my focus. It was V.

“Finished staring into space?”

I glanced at Veronica, who’d obviously got
bored of fighting with Will. They were both staring at me, looking
vaguely amused. “What?”

“I think someone needs another drink.” I
heard Veronica talking to Fred as I looked back at the girl. She
was no longer staring at me but was now looking at everyone else in
front of her with the same curious, wide eyes.

I turned to the bar. “Freddie?”

He answered without looking up from pouring
the vodka. “Yeah?”

“Do you realise you’ve got an extremely
under-age girl in the club?”

He stopped pouring at once. “Have I served
her?” His eyes flickered to everyone who was in the vicinity of the
bar. “My boss will kill me!”

I laughed, deciding not to mention the high
school kids. “Doubtful, she looks about four.”

Fred raised his eyebrows. “Four?”

I nodded and pointed at the dance floor.
“She’s…” I turned to the space to find it empty. “Oh, well she was
just over there by the speakers.”

Fred shook his head. “Will one of you mind
the bar for a second?” And with that he ran towards the dance floor
without finishing our drinks.

“There was a four year old in here? Never
seen that before.” Veronica looked sceptical as she moved to
go behind the bar.

I nodded and turned away from her, watching
as Fred dashed frantically around the club. I saw a blur of white
appear just outside the women’s toilet doors and then it was
gone.

I thought about calling over to Fred but he
was too far away. “I’ll be right back, guys.”

I walked over to the toilets before anyone
could ask where I was going.

***

The toilets at The Pit were almost nicer than the
actual bar; the walls were painted a deep crimson and the
old-fashioned oval mirrors were draped in luxurious red and gold
fabric. Each sink was an individual marble bowl with Victorian
style gold taps, and at one end of the room was a dark purple
chaise longue. The whole room was also large and spacious; a
definite must for someone with acute claustrophobia (like me).

I couldn’t see anyone from the doorway so I
moved inside and stood in front of the four cubicle doors. They
were all closed but none of them were locked, and I quickly
crouched down onto the black tiled floor to peer underneath. There
was no sign of life under the first three doors, but as I looked at
the fourth one, I could see the girl’s ankle and tiny shoe as she
lifted her foot out of sight. I walked over to the last cubicle as
quietly as I could and held my breath as I listened for any sign of
movement inside.

After a few seconds of hearing nothing, I
hesitantly spoke into the silent bathroom. “Are you OK?”

A few more seconds passed. There was no
response. I looked down at the small ‘vacant’ square of green on
the silver lock and slowly started to push the door open.

***

“What are you doing?”

I jumped at the sudden sound and looked
round to see Emma Harris standing in the main doorway, staring at
me with distaste.

I worked with Emma at the Little Forest
Picture House but we’d never really been friends. She was the type
of girl whom I’d been intimidated by at high school, and to tell
the truth, I still was; she had gorgeous long, blonde hair,
startling blue eyes, and perfect rosey skin. She was currently
wearing a clingy red dress that showed off both her cleavage and
her long, slim legs, but without looking cheap. She looked like she
belonged on a New York catwalk.

“Oh, hi Emma.”

“Are you spying on someone?” Her speech was
slightly slurred and her usual twinkly eyes were dull.

I looked at the empty cubicle in front of me
again and closed the door. “No, no one here…” I trailed off, not
knowing how to finish the sentence.

“Right.” Emma nodded, not seeming too
suspicious of my explanation, and tottered over to the sinks.

I looked at her heels, wishing I could get
away with wearing some that high, and joined her in front of the
mirrors. I glanced back at the cubicle door and tried to push away
the image of the lost look on the little girl’s face.

“So, how are you, Emma?”

She stopped with her lipstick halfway to her
mouth and tried to focus on my reflection in the mirror. “I’m
alright… John dragged me here. We usually go into Willowton on
Fridays but he wanted a change.”

I smiled, nodding. Emma wasn’t exactly the
type to hang around rock clubs, and she seemed to have decided to
drink the night away just to get through it.

Her boyfriend, however, definitely
was the type to hang out at The Pit. He looked like a full
on rock star and together they looked like a famous couple waiting
to happen. He worked with Veronica at the Stars & Stripes Diner
and I’m pretty sure a lot of the female customers only went there
to stare at him as he went about his work.

She started slurring again. “I swear to…
to…”

“God?”

“Yes!”

Oh Jesus.

“I swear to God, all that boy cares about
is…” she trailed off, her eyes glazing over slightly.

“Emma?”

She looked at me suddenly, as if remembering
I was there. “Beth!” Her glazed eyes slipped down to look at my
chest, and it took me a moment to realise why; V had made me wear a
tacky ‘21st’ badge. It was huge and bright pink.

“Oh, it’s your birthday? I thought
John said Veronica…”

I cut off her slow drawl, worried I’d be
stuck talking to her all night. “Yeah, it was hers yesterday. Mine
today.” I’d had to explain this a lot over the years.

“Wow, that’s… weird. Really?”

I groaned inwardly. I was done being nice to
someone that drunk. “Well I’ll see you later, have a good
one!”

Emma nodded and waved vaguely. I turned to
leave the toilets as she was staring at herself in the mirror,
obviously trying to focus on her own reflection.

“Beth?”

I stopped walking towards the door, sighed,
and turned round reluctantly. “Yep?”

She was staring at me, either trying to
think of the right words to say, or trying to decide on
something.

Instead she smiled vaguely, shaking her
head. “No matter, see you at work.”

I smiled back as convincingly as I could.
“Sure. Be grateful you’re not in tomorrow, if Hannah appears she’s
going to kill me for being hung over.”

Emma laughed. It was a loud, raucous,
drunken laugh that completely detracted from her attractiveness.
“I’ve got a plan for dealing with Hannah.” She pressed her finger
to her nose and winked conspiratorially. “Tell you Monday.”

I nodded, smiling again. Our boss, Hannah
Green, was pretty much completely evil, and I couldn’t think of any
plan that would ‘deal’ with her without it resulting in her
spectacularly kicking our arses. I knew as soon as Emma got sober
she’d either forget our conversation, or pretend she had. “I’ll see
you next week.”

I turned back to the mirror and saw in the
reflection that Emma was still staring at me, squinting slightly. I
could feel my flesh crawl as she tried to focus on my back; my scar
wouldn’t have been visible in the darkness of the club, but in
here, with these unflattering lights, I hated to think how much of
it was on show.

After a couple of seconds, Emma shook her
head and headed out of the bathroom, leaving me sighing in relief
and trying not to think back to a certain trip to Edinburgh.

When I got back into the main club I
searched the dance floor for the girl again, just in case, but of
course she wasn’t there. I looked over at Freddie behind the bar as
he caught my eye, shrugged, and went back to serving drinks.

Another drink was exactly what I needed.

***

The night continued like any other; there were the
same old tunes, the same old stories, the same old faces. There
weren’t, however, any more new ones. As far as the child in white
went, I was glad she hadn’t appeared again. The lack of the young
Irish man, though, was disappointing, and I started to think I may
never meet the new Little Forest resident.

At one point I realised I had a headache
from the loud music and started feeling officially old. I said this
to Veronica but she just laughed at me for being ridiculous and
handed me another drink. Well, it was my birthday…

We left around one o’clock, and in an
attempt to sober up, headed to the Diner. It was also located on
Main Street, the other side of the street to The Pit but the same
side as the Little Forest Picture House where I earned my
much-needed cash.

I was following V and the others across the
road when I heard a faint noise coming from round the corner of The
Pit; it sounded like someone crying. The others were all talking
and laughing together and I slipped away down the side of the
building unnoticed.

There was a woman curled against the rough
brick, crying with her hand over her mouth. I gradually moved
nearer, not wanting to scare her, and asked hesitantly, for the
second time that night, “Are you OK?”

There was no response from the woman, who
continued sobbing into her hand. I walked closer to her, and from
the slight glow coming off one of the street lamps on Main Street,
I caught a glimpse of red in the darkness. “Emma?”

Again there was no response and I wondered
if I was talking too quietly for her to hear me.

V was now calling my name from around the
corner, but the sound was faint and unimportant in my mind.

All I could focus on was Emma. She was
shaking badly, but whether this was from fear or just the cold, I
couldn’t tell. Her crying sobs were shrill but stunted, like she
was desperately trying to stop making so much noise.

I started walking nearer, slowly at first,
not wanting to scare her away. Then I kneeled down until I was at a
similar height to her hunched over form. “Emma?”

This time she looked up, but not at my face.
She was staring just to the side of me and I wondered how many more
drinks she’d knocked back since I’d seen her in the bathroom. She
had a smear of dirt along one cheek and her hair was matted and
frizzy; not her usual sleek self at all. Where on earth had the
dirt on her face come from?

I was just about to ask her where John was
when she backed away abruptly, clinging onto the wall for support.
“What are you doing?” The same question as earlier, but this
one was full of shock, worry, fear.

Her shout was so piercing that I
instinctively stood up and stepped back myself, vaguely wondering
if the rumours of her doing drugs were true. I stood there in
silence, not knowing what to say. Not knowing where to look.

I lowered my gaze from her face and stared
at her dress; the vibrant red was now dull and I realised that the
previously bright fabric was also covered in dirt. The side seam
had split and some of the scarlet material had been torn away, as
if she’d snagged it on something. I was trying to make sense of
this when she suddenly screamed, “Get away from me, you
freak!” and ran off into the darkness, away from the bright
lights of Main Street.

I stood frozen to the spot, shocked by her
behaviour and sudden movement, and torn between running after her
and minding my own business.

I decided I’d had enough weirdness for one
night.

***

“Beth, where were you?”

I’d walked back to Main Street to find
Veronica and everyone else waiting for me, huddled under a street
lamp on the pavement. “Sorry guys, I just heard someone crying
round the corner. It was Emma, she was really messed up.”

Will started walking towards the Diner.
“Messed up?”

“Yeah, like really out of it. I don’t know
if she was on drugs or what, but she ran away from me.”

V laughed, following Will. “Wouldn’t
surprise me; no one’s that perfect.”

Veronica had never hidden her dislike of
Emma. I secretly thought she was in love with John and just jealous
of Emma, but she’d never admit it to me. She told me pretty much
everything, but Veronica loved maintaining the illusion that she
was totally independent and that nothing, and no one, could
touch her. I’d never completely believed that.

The Couple walked past and Rach smiled at
me, gesturing to the Diner. “I’m sure she’ll be fine. Can we go
inside now?”

I nodded, needing to get into the
warmth.

The bright fluorescent lights of the Diner
brought my headache back in an instant. There were only a couple of
customers in there, including serial dater Sally Smith and her
latest squeeze, who were sitting at the bar area drinking beers. I
smiled at her to be friendly and then went to sit at our usual
booth next to the jukebox in the corner. The others followed.

The Diner had been a complete novelty when
it opened in the village a few years ago; it had appeared at the
same time as The Pit and the Picture House, and had pretty much
made Little Forest ‘cool’ overnight. Most of our pubs and cafés
were old-fashioned, country bumpkin type places where the older
generations felt safe and comfortable. The Stars & Stripes was
new, modern, and more importantly, American. It was themed like all
those Diners we saw on movies and US TV shows, and it was about the
most exotic place to appear in Little Forest and any of the
surrounding villages. I realise how pathetic that sounds, but
people around here really don’t get out much.

The colour scheme of the Diner consisted of
black and white tiled floors, red seats, stainless steel tables,
and multi-coloured walls that were crammed full of 1950s and ‘60s
American road signs, photos and posters. I usually found the décor
in here fascinating (especially compared to the dark blue walls of
my place of work), but now it just made my head pound even
more.

Justin Hanks, a tall, gangly guy with lots
of spots and a dodgy haircut - which was threatening to become a
mullet - came over to serve us, but Veronica stopped him before
he’d even handed out the menus. “We’ll just have the usual coffees,
thanks Just.”

He smiled his tolerant end-of-the-night
smile and nodded, possibly grating his teeth behind his forced
grin. “Sure thing.”

My body shuddered at the thought of the
coffee; I usually hated the stuff and only drank it in an attempt
to sober up. When it came to hot drinks I was English through and
through - give me a nice cup of tea any day.

I was staring at the jukebox and trying to
decide what to put on when Rach poked me in the arm. “Are you OK?
Are you worried about Emma?”

V spoke for me before I could open my mouth;
she had an extremely annoying habit of doing that. “She’s probably
disappointed that Mr Maguire wasn’t at The Pit tonight.” She winked
at Rach and delivered her throaty giggle that I always thought of
as her unnecessarily dirty laugh.

Rach furrowed her eyebrows, twisting up her
angelic face. “Connor? Of course he wouldn’t be there, he works
Friday nights.”

I looked at Veronica in surprise before
turning back to Rach. “How do you know that?” I demanded, a little
more loudly than I’d intended.

She just shrugged her shoulders. “He told
me.”

“Rach!” V yelled, waking up Max who’d been
slumped against Will, much to Will’s discomfort. “You’ve met
him?”

Justin came over with our coffees and handed
them out while V literally bounced in her seat in anticipation of
Rach’s answer. He frowned at Veronica and left without saying a
word.

“Of course,” Rach answered, looking smug.
“He’s signed up to my book club.”

I exchanged a disbelieving look with V and
tried to stop myself from laughing. Rach was extremely proud of her
‘book club’, which before now had consisted solely of her and the
local primary school head teacher, Daniel Fields.

Will laughed, shirking Max off at the same
time. “Well, that’s good. People were beginning to talk, what with
you just hanging out with a middle aged man all the time.”

Rach ignored him. “Connor saw my notice in
the post office and turned up at my house on Tuesday for our weekly
meeting. He just got a job at Cocktail, tonight was his first
night-”

Veronica jumped in before Rach had even
finished her sentence. “What’s he like? Is he nice?” Then she shook
her head almost violently. “More importantly, what does he
look like?”

Will shook his head too and mumbled under
his breath. I think I caught something about ‘typical woman’.

Rach seemed to really think about this, and
although I wouldn’t admit it, I was just as impatient as Veronica
to hear what she had to say. “He’s… nice, yeah. Quiet, I didn’t get
much out of him, he seems a bit of a loner. But not in a lame
way.”

V leaned over the table, staring directly at
Rach. She delivered the words slowly, as if she were talking to a
child. Or Will. “What… does… he… look… like?” Then she sat
back in her chair expectantly, arms crossed over her chest.

Rach gave me a meaningful look; she and I
often discussed Veronica’s eccentricities whilst at work. V would
kill me if she knew. “He’s tall… he has dark hair, kind of long but
not hippy long, I think he straightens it… kind of indie. He’d fit
in well at The Pit.”

A smile spread involuntarily across my face;
he sounded exactly my type. I looked at V excitedly, before turning
back to Rach. “Is he single?” I saw Will shake his head again out
the corner of my eye. I ignored him; I usually do.

“I’m not sure…” she said, slowly, obviously
thinking back to her latest book club meeting. “He didn’t mention
anyone, but then he didn’t really mention much. He doesn’t know
anyone around here though, apart from his mum, obviously; he left
all his friends back in Dublin. He told me his dad died and Ireland
held too many memories for his mum.”

My heart fluttered, and not just because I
was imagining a tall, handsome Irish man wandering down Main
Street. Connor was an outsider here, he’d left his entire life
behind in another country and now he was starting out again. I’d
never been an outsider anywhere; I’d been born here and had never
left apart from the occasional holiday. To leave everything behind
and start over somewhere new was exactly what I wanted to do,
something I’d been planning with Veronica since the start of high
school. I felt a little jealous of Connor Maguire.

Then again, he had only ended up in
Little Forest.

All of a sudden I got an overwhelming urge
to see this person for myself. I glanced at the novelty Elvis clock
on the wall: it was half past one. Cocktail was usually open until
two on Fridays and Saturdays, but it often closed earlier if there
weren’t any customers (or if the only customers left were so drunk
they had to be ordered out of the bar, which happened quite
often).

I looked at Veronica until I caught her eye,
and she stared at me quizzically. “V, I’m not feeling too good.
Walk me home?”

I thought I was being pretty convincing -
after all, I did have a pretty big headache - but V instantly
caught my drift. I swear, sometimes it was like we could read each
other’s minds, or that we had some kind of psychic link. Or maybe
we just spent way too much time together.

Either way, Veronica didn’t hesitate in her
answer. “Absolutely, see you soon guys!”

Rach looked at me with genuine concern, and
I felt a slight pang of guilt for lying. “Feel better Beth! And
Happy Birthday again, girls! Maybe a few less drinks next
time?”

Yes, Mother. I smiled at her as I slid out
of the booth and towards the door, Veronica walking beside me.

As soon as we were outside, V grabbed my
hand. “Cocktail?”

I nodded, smiling drunkenly. I was excited
at the prospect of finally meeting Connor Maguire, and yet
something was niggling at the back of my mind; I thought back to
the girl in the club and Emma running off into the darkness. It had
definitely been a strange night, and now that we were outside in
the cold and the dark, I wondered if I shouldn’t just go home and
go to bed instead.

Veronica was looking at me with concern.
“Are you OK, Beth? I thought you were joking when you said you
didn’t feel well.”

“I’m fine, it’s nothing. Why, do I look ill
or something?”

“You look… pale.”

I managed a laugh. “What’s new?”

V threw me a suspicious glance. Nothing ever
got past Veronica, but I smiled at her until she nodded and started
walking off at her usual fast, determined pace.

We continued down a more or less deserted
Main Street before turning onto Forest Way, where I could see the
glowing neon ‘Cocktail!’ sign at the end of the road. As I was
looking at it, the bright pink letters suddenly turned black and I
became aware of a slightly sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I
took a deep breath, inhaling the cold, wintry air. I’d obviously
had far too much to drink.

Veronica saw the sign too. “Crap!” She
dragged me onto the other side of the road where we walked slowly
past the art gallery, stopping outside the Village Hall opposite
the bar. Kneeling down behind the small hedge, we waited, holding
our breath and trying not to laugh at the same time. My sick
feeling was gone and my heart was beating rapidly; Little Forest
didn’t offer much in the way of exciting new things to do and I
found myself enjoying this different Friday night activity.

Don’t judge me - if nothing else, it was
taking my mind off the earlier events of the night, and that was
definitely a good thing.

The front door of the bar opened and a tall
man with dark, incredibly straight hair - as Rach had said -
emerged from the darkness into the bright glow of the old-fashioned
street lamp. I only saw his face for a second before he turned back
to lock the door, but what I saw looked nice. Very nice.

He had smooth-looking skin, prominent
cheekbones, and deep, dark eyes which were only partially covered
by his brown hair. He was wearing all black (not surprising as it
was Cocktail’s dress code), with a dark brown leather jacket over
the top. His clothes - the leather jacket in particular - somehow
made him seem even more mysterious. I didn’t know many people who
could pull off that kind of coat; Will had tried one on in a shop
once and Veronica and I had laughed so hard that tears had actually
sprung to our eyes. Unsurprisingly, that was the last time Will
ever came shopping with us.

Connor checked the door before turning round
on the spot. It was such a sudden movement that it caught me off
guard and I jumped a little, making the hedge rustle. V shot me a
warning glance, but she was obviously trying to stop herself from
laughing; she’d clamped her lips shut in an apparent attempt to
stop any sound escaping from her mouth.

I watched as Connor meticulously scanned the
area in front of him. He looked down Forest Way, he stared at the
parked cars, and he seemed to search every inch of the buildings on
our side of the road. I held my breath as his dark eyes wandered
over the hedge we were hiding behind, but the light must have been
too dim for him to make us out. After a couple more seconds, Connor
checked the door of Cocktail again, peered in the windows of the
now deserted bar, and walked a few steps so he could stare down the
alley that wound round to the back of the building.

After his search he walked off towards Main
Street, looking around him as he went.

V started laughing quietly. “What was that
about? That is one paranoid guy.”

I stared back at her. “Quite rightly
paranoid, I’d say. We are hiding in the bushes spying on
him…”

Veronica threw her head back and
laughed.

“Shh!” I peered over the hedge again to see
Connor further down the street, apparently too far away to hear the
racket Veronica was making.

He still looked like he was on the lookout
for someone - or something - and I got the feeling it wasn’t
us he was worried about.

***

It did feel slightly wrong to follow him home, but I
have to admit I was intrigued, both by Connor and by his
behaviour.

We were halfway along Forest Way when we had
to dive behind a parked car to avoid The Couple coming towards us
from the direction of the Diner; I couldn’t even begin to describe
how embarrassed I’d be if Rach saw what we were doing. Even though
she was eighteen - three years younger than V and I - she was older
than her years and I knew she’d only lecture me on being childish.
We waited for them to walk off towards Max’s house (Max lived next
to the cemetery of all places, where he sponged off his too-nice
brother), and then ran to catch up with Connor, who was now quite
far ahead and had missed bumping into Rach by a good thirty feet or
so.

We followed him over the cross roads, along
Coley Road, and continued as he turned right onto Pine Street. It
looked like he was heading for Castle Road - which would take him
out of the village - but he stopped at the very last house on the
street and let himself in. Before he closed the door he looked out,
combing the dark with his eyes. I was sure we’d be busted that time
but he didn’t seem to notice our silhouettes in the blackness, and
he shut the door to his house quickly and quietly.

I turned to look at Veronica and it seemed
to hit her at the same time that it hit me: we were officially
stalkers. As if my life couldn’t get any more pathetic.

We turned round quickly and ran back down
Pine Street in the direction of the housing estate. After a few
minutes of full on running, we stopped and gave in to all the
laughter we’d been bottling up inside us. A light turned on in an
upstairs window of a nearby cottage and we started running again,
the laughing only receding when we reached Veronica’s house.

V tried to catch her breath while she fished
her key out of her bag. “I really hope no one saw us; we
might have to leave Little Forest sooner than we thought.”

I laughed, the thought pleasing me. “That
might not be such a bad idea. See you in the Diner after my shift
tomorrow?”

Veronica nodded. “We can discuss our
escape!”

I hugged my partner in crime, still
laughing. “Happy Birthday, V.”

“Right back at you.”

We both smiled and I turned to walk the
short distance home. We lived in adjoining streets on the housing
estate and it took me approximately two minutes to walk back to my
house.

As it turned out, we wouldn’t discuss our
escape the next day.

In fact, I wouldn’t speak properly with
Veronica again for the next two months.

That night was the start of everything,
alright.


Chapter Two

The next day started normally enough.

I woke up to a bright, sunny room and a
dark, splitting headache. Cursing the drink, I dragged myself out
of bed and walked over to the window to let in some much needed
fresh air. Saturday mornings were usually quiet in Little Forest;
the fact that most of the residents liked a drink or two on
weekends resulted in a lot of closed curtains in the surrounding
houses, even at 11 a.m.

The only life I could see were a couple of
kids playing on the grass outside the primary school.

I always thought the school seemed creepy on
weekends; without the multitudes of parents dropping off their
children, kids running and screaming, and lollipop ladies hovering
at the side of the road, the vacant car park and empty playground
seemed sad and lonely. My mind briefly flickered to the little girl
from last night, but I pushed the thought away.

I didn’t want to think about that now,
especially not with my current hangover headache.

After letting the breeze in, I sat down on
my bed and surveyed the bombsite that was my room. I usually loved
my bedroom - it was spacious with two large windows, there was a
nice big double bed in the middle of the back wall, and it was
painted my favourite colour: purple. Whenever V came over, though,
it miraculously changed into a complete dive within thirty minutes;
clothes and CDs were strewn everywhere, not to mention the wine
bottles, glasses, and remains of our quick dinner. I made a mental
note to get ready at Veronica’s house next Friday.

Keaton - my black and white cat - emerged
from under a pile of laundry and meowed at me expectantly, making
me groan at the high-pitched sound, and a second later, without any
warning, a piercing pain shattered through my upper body. I
instinctively threw my right hand against my chest and tried to
breathe in deeply.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t breathe.

I’d never felt anything like it, and I
vaguely wondered if I should be seeing my boring life flash in
front of my eyes.

I gasped frantically for air as I grabbed my
phone off my bed, with no idea as to who would be best to call. As
soon as I’d touched it, however, it started ringing and I saw
Veronica’s name on the display. Thank God.

I’d just pressed ‘answer’ when the phone
stopped ringing. The pain stopped too.

I realised I was breathing easily.

I was fine.

The pain had gone as swiftly as it had
arrived. I took a deep breath to be sure, and was amazed to find
that nothing was wrong. Absolutely everything seemed normal
again.

I took some more breaths as I registered the
time display on my phone. Even with my mind preoccupied, I realised
I was late.

I tried to push my weird episode to the back
of my mind. That’s what I usually did with things like this, so I
knew it wouldn’t exactly be lonely there. The back of my mind was a
dark and murky place, filled with memories and thoughts that I
either couldn’t explain, or didn’t want to.

I sat up slowly, still bewildered, and
reluctantly headed to the bathroom to get ready for work.

***

I heard his voice two hours into my shift; I was
stacking popcorn boxes at the end of the counter and I looked up to
see Connor, third from the front in the line for tickets.

Without really thinking, I ran to the other
end of the long, black counter top and almost knocked Rach off her
chair in my eagerness. She looked up in shock, probably wondering
if she’d done anything wrong. As I was slightly senior, I was
technically allowed to boss Rach around, which of course I didn’t.
Usually.

“Rach, can we switch?” I asked hurriedly but
quietly, not wanting to attract Connor’s attention to my irrational
behaviour.

Rach was about to question me but one glance
at the queue told her the reason for my weirdness. As she stood up,
she glared at me in a confused kind of way (which I supposed was
normal as she had no idea I knew what Connor looked like other than
from her vague description) before stalking off to take up the
less-desirable position on the food counter; being in charge of
tickets didn’t result in you being covered in sticky popcorn,
slushie overflow and ketchup.

I sat down quickly and served two couples,
all the while trying to think of something witty or interesting to
say to Connor. All too soon he was at the front of the queue,
saying “Afternoon” and smiling at me in a polite but disinterested
way. He was wearing the same brown leather jacket as last night but
this time without the Tom Cruise uniform. In its place, he had on a
dark green V-neck jumper and from what I could tell, dark blue
jeans. Of course, I didn’t want to stare too hard in that
direction, so I decided to embarrass myself in a different way
instead. This happens more frequently than I’d like.

Before he could open his mouth, I opened
mine. My big, fat mouth. “Hi Connor!” I almost shouted, beaming at
him in a way that I could tell was idiotic, but with no way of
stopping it.

He did a double take and laughed in surprise
before answering in a smooth, gentle Irish accent. “I’m sorry… have
we met?”

My face started burning uncontrollably as I
realised that, drunken stalking activities aside, we hadn’t
actually met. There was an awkward pause while he waited for my
explanation, and I was incredibly aware of how red my cheeks must
be. I smiled again, more shyly this time, and tried to deliver my
lie as convincingly as possible. “No, not exactly. But this is a
small village, you’re kind of big news. I… heard your accent.” A
cough from near the slushie machine made me turn round to see Rach
smiling at us expectantly. “Oh, and Rach is one of my best
friends.”

Connor looked over at Rach and waved. “Ah,
didn’t see you there!”

Rach waved back before giving me another
annoyed glare.

Connor smiled at me again, this time in a
more friendly way. “Well it’s nice to meet you, sure…” he trailed
off as his deep brown eyes wandered down to read my Picture House
name tag, “Beth…?”

I smiled back, a bit more relaxed. “Powers.
And same here.”

“Powers, like the whiskey!”

I nodded enthusiastically, not knowing what
he was talking about. I wasn’t a big whiskey fan.

Connor placed a twenty in my hand. “Right,
so. I’d like two tickets for Night Watcher 3D please.”

I smiled and started getting his ticket, my
brain racing. Going by how edgy he’d been walking home alone last
night I hadn’t pegged him for a horror fan, and yet here he was
asking for tickets to the goriest, most explicit slasher film that
had come out in a long time.

Realising that he’d asked for two tickets, I
looked up quickly, noticing the woman standing next to him for the
first time.

Connor saw my reaction. “Oh! Sorry, Beth.
This is me mam.” My stomach did a stupid mini leap when I heard how
casually he used my name.

Now that I looked at her, I could see the
family resemblance. She seemed older than my parents - in her
fifties maybe - and she had exactly the same colour eyes and hair
(although I guessed dye might have had something to do with the
latter) as her son. She had a friendly but tired face, and she
smiled quickly while she introduced herself. “Jackie.”

“Hi Jackie,” I answered politely, and gave
the tickets and change to Connor. I didn’t know any
twenty-something guy who’d take his mother to the cinema, let alone
to see a gory 3D horror flick, and I couldn’t decide if it was
really sweet or just a bit weird. Jackie definitely didn’t seem the
type to enjoy something like Night Watcher 3D, although there was a
slight haunted look about her that I supposed fitted with the
subject matter.

“Right, you’re in Screen Two which is
upstairs on the right, and here are your 3D glasses.” I handed the
glasses to Connor and couldn’t help but beam stupidly at him again.
“Welcome to Little Forest.”

They both thanked me before walking off
towards the stairs, and I stared after them for a good few seconds
before I heard an irritated cough and realised there were other
customers waiting.

Turning to see Ralph Cooper and his annoying
group of friends waiting to be served, I immediately stood up.
“Rach!” I yelled, highly unprofessionally. “Switch.” She glared at
me again as she took her seat back and I couldn’t help but smile as
I turned towards the stairs. “I’m just going to check Screen
Two.”

***

After a couple of hours spent in and around the
biggest screening room, double checking everything from the
cleanliness of the toilets to the amount of popcorn left on the
floor, the film ended and I waited outside to take everyone’s 3D
glasses back.

Everybody seemed enthusiastic about the
film, particularly the gruesome ending which involved five full
minutes of 3D blood bursting out of the screen, and they filed out
of the room quickly.

Too quickly for my liking. I only managed to
squeak a quiet, “Gory enough for you?” to Connor as he passed, and
to my delight, he winked at me in response. Yes, my life was so
boring that a wink could be the highlight of my day.

I watched him walk off with his mum,
wondering again if she’d enjoyed the film or if instead a psychotic
Night Watcher would be visiting her dreams tonight.

I nearly fell over when Ralph and his band
of idiots raced past me, 3D glasses held high in the air in a
victory pose. I ignored them; they stole them every time.

I hadn’t yet had chance to return Veronica’s
call but I figured I’d be seeing her at the Diner soon enough.

I couldn’t wait to tell her all about Connor
Maguire.

***

Rach was being understandably standoffish with me
when I got back to the counter - having been left on her own to
deal with all the customers - and I smiled at her sheepishly.

We usually had only three people working on
the counter in the day; it was a small cinema and we didn’t
regularly get great hordes of people. Still, today there was just
the two of us working front of house and leaving Rach on her own
downstairs had been pretty harsh. I was trying to apologise when
the main doors opened again.

I braced myself to deal with more customers
and looked up to see two policemen approaching the counter. They
weren’t our local PCs from the Little Forest Police Station, which
immediately put me on edge. They were Rick Wood (who actually lived
in Little Forest but worked at the HQ in Willowton) and his
sidekick Paul.

Rick was well known and respected in the
area. I remembered him from when I was younger as being insanely
tall and thin, with jet-black hair and a friendly smile. His nose
was crooked from some fight he’d had when he was an officer, but it
didn’t look weird to me; I’d always known him to look like that.
Nowadays he was plumper and his black hair was in danger of
becoming completely overrun with greys. He still had a friendly
smile, but these days it seemed to be constantly underlined with a
grimace, something which I supposed came from being in his line of
work for so long.

I only recognised Paul through knowing Rick.
Paul lived in Birston, the nearest big city to Little Forest, and
therefore wasn’t often seen around the village. He looked about ten
years younger than Rick, and was at least a foot shorter. His
blonde hair and blue eyes were a striking contrast to Rick’s
harsher appearance and he looked far too sweet to be a
policeman.

He obviously knew his place; he stood just
behind Rick and let his boss do all the talking.

I exchanged a glance with Rach, who looked
just as worried as me. I briefly thought it might be to do with
mine and V’s little peace-disturbing stalking adventure of the
night before but then realised how ridiculous that would be; they
wouldn’t send an Inspector for something like that.

“I’m Detective Chief Inspector Rick Wood and
this is my colleague, Detective Sergeant Paul Lawrence. Is the
manager in?”

I cleared my throat, feeling extremely
self-conscious. I always felt nervous around policemen, even if I
knew them. I usually felt so nervous, in fact, that I often ended
up saying something stupid and looking guilty, and so my voice
shook as I answered, “I’m afraid she’s not in today, but you can
try her at home.”

DCI Wood nodded and then looked at the
stairs leading up to the screens. “I know where Hannah lives, thank
you. We need to ask you both some questions.” He turned to me.
“We’ll start with you if that’s OK,” his eyes drifted to my tag and
he nodded to himself, “Beth. Is there somewhere we can go to
talk?”

I grabbed onto my chair to steady myself,
wondering what they were going to ask us. Was Hannah in some kind
of trouble? She was an awful boss and a deeply horrible person but
I didn’t want anyone to be in trouble with the DCI.

I cleared my throat. “Sure. We can talk in
the staff room.” I hesitated, not wanting to piss off a policeman
but not wanting to be questioned on my own. I smiled at Rick,
hoping that he’d waive the rules as he knew me and my family.
“Please could you just ask us both at the same time? We can close
the cinema for a few minutes.” I checked the time; there weren’t
any showings at the moment and it was an hour until the next film
was scheduled to start.

Rick glanced at Paul and then nodded. “That
would be fine.”

Rach put the sign up that we kept for
emergencies while I showed the police to the back room. It was
called the staff room but it only really contained a table, a few
chairs, and some lockers. I felt like I should offer them
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