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It was innocent enough, to begin with when Bridie, Maddy, and Camila posted an ad on Craigslist for a new roommate. It was a simple act, as easy as the click of the mouse; yet, that simple act set in motion a dark string of events that would not only become a battle for survival but would test the mettle of their characters to the extreme. It didn’t take long to get a response for the ad, albeit just one response. Camila took the call. 

“She sounds great,” Camila had gushed afterward. “She seems like a no-fuss kind of person; she should fit in really well.”

And when she’d turned up for the interview, Bridie and Maddy couldn’t help but agree. Their first impression of the girl could be summed up in one word – wholesome. Ever heard the phrase ‘wholesome as apple pie?’ Well, that was Faith. She was petite with soft, dark blonde hair and large, gray eyes in a heart-shaped face of peaches and cream. The only thing that marred the purity of her face was a faded bruise on her left cheek. Apart from that, she was perfect. She seemed cheerful and relaxed, just the right combination of friendliness and restraint. This girl, they thought, would be fun while still respecting boundaries. She also, had a month’s rent to pay upfront which pretty much clinched the deal. 

“How soon can you move in?” Bridie had asked. 

“Today, if you’ll have me?” 

It didn’t take her long to move in. In fact, everything she owned was in one black duffle bag, which seemed a little odd to the girls but they didn’t like to pry. In a couple of hours, she was set up in the back room with the view onto the park that adjoined the rear of the apartment block. She was standing at the window a couple of hours later, gazing at that view with a faraway expression when Bridie knocked on her door holding a glass of Coke and a sandwich. 

“I bet you could use something to eat,” said Bridie. Faith started in surprise. “Oh, sorry, I was daydreaming.” She took the sandwich gratefully. “Thanks for this. I could eat a horse.”

Bridie sat down on the end of the bed and watched Faith who was trying not to wolf the food down too fast. How long had it been since her last meal? She shifted on the bed making herself comfortable. 

“So, where do you come from?”

“Iowa,” Faith answered between bites. “I’m from a small town called Barnaby’s Creek which you’ve probably never heard of.  My parents run an old-fashioned General Mercantile there,” she paused and turned her face to the window, “I really miss them... I miss home.” Her face took on the faraway look again and her voice cracked with emotion. Bridie’s heart went out to her.

“I miss my family too,” she confided, thinking of her own tousle-haired twin brothers, her burly big-hearted father, and her funny, strong minded mother. “You don’t really understand what your family means to you until they aren’t around anymore – but it does get easier, it really does.”

Faith shook her head. “That’s what I used to think. But I don’t anymore. You never get over being away from the people you love.” 

Her words seemed loaded with meaning and Bridie wondered if there was more to Faith than her simple country-girl exterior suggested. Had she dealt with the death of a loved one? Was she a survivor of divorce? But before Bridie could ask her, they were interrupted by Maddy who exploded through the bedroom door with excitement. 

“Party at Brad and Josh’s tonight - 8 o’clock – everyone’s going to be there!”

Camila poked her head over Maddy’s shoulder. “What she means is that the cute redhead from French Lit class is going to be there.”

Maddy grinned, nodding. “Hey, are you going to come too, Faith? It will give you a chance to get to know people and there will be plenty of cute guys to go around.”

“No!” 

Maddy, Camila, and Bridie stopped in surprise at Faith’s outburst, sharing surreptitious glances with each other. 

Faith seemed to gather herself and mumbled apologetically. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to shout. It’s just that I have panic attacks in new situations like that. If you don’t mind, I’ll take my time to get to know everyone. Besides, I’m tired and really need an early night...”

The girls rushed to console her. It was fine; there was no rush. There were parties every other week to attend. They left Faith to herself and got ready for the party which turned out to be particularly fun. In fact, they were having so much fun that Bridie didn’t even think about Faith again until they pulled up around 2: a.m. at the front of their apartment block in Camila’s beat up old 95 Honda Civic. Bridie and Camila were cackling with laughter at something stupid Maddy had said as they spilled out of the car. On the way down the garden path, Bridie slipped on something, falling flat on her behind with her legs flying up in the air. She lay on her back laughing helplessly while Camila and Maddy leaned on each other, laughing noiselessly at her misfortune. 

“What the hell did I trip over?” hissed Bridie from the ground. “Quit laughing you guys!” Bridie, rolled clumsily onto her stomach taking the opportunity while she was still on the ground to flick on her phone light and scan the pathway. Something glinted in the grass. “What’s this?” she murmured, reaching over to pick it up. “Shhh! Will you guys be quiet?”

Maddy and Camila were still giggling as Bridie picked up the object and examined it. It was a pearl stud earring. There was something familiar about the earring which she kept it clutched in her hand as she scrambled to her feet. “Shhh,” Bridie repeated, as she pushed Camila and Maddy towards the front door. 

The stairwell was dark as a tomb making Bridie curse the Building superintendent for not fixing the broken light which had been broken for nearly a month. She stood huddled with Maddy and Camila at the bottom of the stairs. Their laughter had died out as soon as the front door had shut heavily behind them with an echoing blam, blanketing them in darkness. 

Bridie found herself clutching the back of Camila’s dress. It was so deadly quiet. Most of the other tenants in the apartment block were elderly and would almost certainly be asleep at this hour which normally, wouldn’t have bothered her. It was nice to live near people who didn’t get drunk and pee in the stairwell; nevertheless, right now it would’ve been nice to hear someone’s television blaring or to be able to make out the glow of friendly light under someone’s door.

Maddy, the least skittish of the three, began to climb the stairs ahead of Bridie and Camila but came to an abrupt stop at the top. She seemed frozen, statue-like on the landing. 

“What is it?” Camila had slowed down, hesitant to take another step.

Maddy looked down at them with wide eyes. “Our front door is open.”

Bridie froze in suspended animation, but Camila was already backing down the staircase towards her.  “I’m not going in there,” she stammered. “We should call the police.”

Bridie stopped her in her tracks. “Wait, it should be okay. Faith is in there, remember? She probably just went out and was careless.” 

Camila’s expression cleared. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot about Faith.” Immediately, her face darkened again. “But that’s irresponsible of her,” she said turning and heading back up the stairs. 

At the top, Maddy waited for them before stepping cautiously towards their apartment door. It was wide open and the living room was in darkness. A dim light coming from the back of the apartment spilled into the hallway. Bridie moved to enter the apartment. 

“Wait!” hissed Maddy, pulling her back. “I have a can of mace.” She rummaged in her bag and produced a small black canister. “I’ve never had to use this thing before,” she whispered, holding it out in front of her. 

Together, as a group, they took one step through the doorway. Bridie reached out her hand in the darkness, sliding it up and down the wall until her palm ran over the switch. Light flooded the living room. Every cushion had been pulled off the sofa and ripped up; stuffing was lying all over the floor; the lampstand lay on its side, and magazines had been shredded and flung all over the room. Bridie staggered back, clutching the wall for support, Maddy swore under her breath and Camila crossed herself. “The little thief,” she spat. “She burgled us!” 

“We don’t know that for sure, Camila,” said Bridie, ignoring her friend’s accusation. She took a step toward the hallway. “Faith, are you here?”

There was silence except for the second hand on the clock slotting into place, tick – tick – tick. Camila sidled back toward the open door. “There is no way I’m going any further. I’m calling the police.” She fumbled with her phone and began dialing.

Maddy and Bridie took each other by the arm and started to take tentative steps down the hall towards Faith’s room. Switching on the lights as they went, they could see that whoever had been there had ransacked their rooms as well. At the end of the hall, Faith’s bedroom door was ajar a couple of inches. Dim lamplight glowed from within. 

“Bridie, maybe we should wait for the police to get here before we look in Faith’s room?”

Bridie, swallowed, she was scared too, but something compelled her to keep going. She didn’t answer, Maddy, but allowed her feet to propel her forward. Maddy’s breath was hot on her neck as Bridie reached out her hand and tapped the door with her fingers. Silently, the door swung open, revealing the bedroom turned upside down and inside out. Maddy and Bridie let out involuntary cries of anticipation. But their cries turned to gasps as they realized that the room was empty. No Faith. No serial killer lurking in the corner. 

Bridie and Maddy fell into each other’s arms with relief which was short-lived. If Faith wasn’t here, where was she? What had she taken? Why did she ransack her own room? Was she the culprit or was there something more sinister going on? Out of the corner of her eye, Bridie saw something glinting on the floor near the curtain. It looked like an earring. She recognized it immediately because its twin was still clutched tightly in her hand. A pearl stud earring. Faith’s earring. She showed Maddy. 

“Looks like someone was in a hurry to get out of here,” she muttered.

They made their way back to the living room waiting for the arrival of the police. Within ten minutes a pair of officers arrived. The ruckus had finally roused some of their elderly neighbors and a few sleepy, silver-haired heads peered between cracks in curtains and narrowly opened doors. After a quick search, it was established, oddly enough, that despite the effort taken to ransack the place, nothing had been taken. 

The girls sat in a tight huddle on the sofa. While one police officer continued to collect evidence the other sat opposite the girls taking their statement. Her sharp black eyes taking everything in at once, her voice business-like and efficient. Officer Carol Blackthorne had twenty years’ experience in the force under her belt. 

“So, you say that before today you never met this girl?”

“Well, I spoke to
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