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For Mum and Dad. The best people




‘Hell is other people’

– Jean-Paul Sartre




She sleeps. A pale girl in a white room. Machines surround her. Mechanical guardians, they tether the sleeping girl to the land of the living, stopping her from drifting away on an eternal, dark tide.

Their steady beeps and the laboured sound of her breathing are the sleeping girl’s only lullabies. Before, she loved music. Loved to sing. Loved to play. She found music in everything – the birds, the trees, the sea.

A small piano has been placed in one corner of the room. The cover is up but the keys are coated in a fine layer of dust. On top of the piano sits an ivory shell. Its silky pink insides look like the delicate curves of an ear.

The machines beep and whirr.

The shell trembles.

A sharp ‘C’ suddenly fills the room.

Somewhere, another girl falls.
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Monday, April 11th, 2016 M1 North

He noticed the stickers first, surrounding the car’s rear window and lining the bumper:

Honk if you’re horny.

Don’t follow me, I’m lost.

When you drive like I do, you’d better believe in God.

Horn broken – watch for finger.

Real men love Jesus.

Talk about mixed messages. Although one thing did come through loud and clear: the driver was a dick. Gabe was willing to bet he wore slogan T-shirts and had a picture at work of a monkey with its hands over its head and the caption: You don’t have to be mad to work here but it helps.

He was surprised the driver could see out of the back at all. On the other hand, at least he was providing reading material for people in traffic jams. Like the one they were currently stuck in. A long line of cars crawling through the M1 roadworks; it felt like they had started sometime in the last century and looked set to continue well into the next millennium.

Gabe sighed and tapped his fingers on the wheel, as though this could somehow hurry along the traffic, or summon a time machine. He was almost late. Not quite. Not yet. It was still within the bounds of possibility that he might make it home in time. But he wasn’t hopeful. In fact, hope had left him somewhere around Junction 19, along with all the drivers savvy enough to take their chances with their satnav and a country-lane diversion.

What was even more frustrating was that he had managed to leave on time today. He should easily have made it home by six thirty, so he could be there for dinner and Izzy’s bedtime, which he had promised – promised – Jenny that he would do tonight.

‘Just once a week. That’s all I ask. One night when we eat together, you read your daughter a bedtime story and we pretend we’re a normal, happy family.’

That had hurt. She had meant it to.

Of course, he could have pointed out that he was the one who had got Izzy ready for school that morning, as Jenny had had to rush out to see a client. He was the one who had soothed their daughter and applied Savlon to her chin when their temperamental rescue cat (the one Jenny had adopted) had scratched her.

But he didn’t. Because they both knew it didn’t make up for all the missed times, the moments he hadn’t been there. Jenny was not an unreasonable woman. But when it came to family, she had a very definite line. If you crossed it, then it was a long time before she let you step back inside.

It was one of the reasons he loved her: her fierce devotion to their daughter. Gabe’s own mum had been more devoted to cheap vodka, and he had never known his dad. Gabe had sworn that he would be different; that he would always be there for his little girl.

And yet, here he was, stuck on the motorway, about to be late. Again. Jenny would not forgive him. Not this time. He didn’t want to dwell upon what that meant.

He had tried to call her, but it had gone to voicemail. And now his phone had less than 1 per cent battery, which meant it would die any minute and, typically, today of all days, he had left his charger at home. All he could do was sit, fighting the urge to press his foot on the accelerator and barge the rest of the traffic out of the way, tapping his fingers aggressively on the steering wheel, staring at bloody Sticker Man in front.

A lot of the stickers looked old. Faded and wrinkled. But then, the car itself looked ancient. An old Cortina, or something similar. It was sprayed that colour that was so popular in the seventies: a sort of grubby gold. Mouldy banana. Pollution sunset. Dying sun.

Dirty grey fumes puffed intermittently out of the wonky exhaust. The whole bumper was speckled with rust. He couldn’t see a manufacturer’s badge. It had probably fallen off, along with half of the number plate. Only the letters ‘T’ and ‘N’ and what could be part of a 6 or an 8 remained. He frowned. He was sure that wasn’t legal. The damn thing probably wasn’t even roadworthy, or insured, or driven by a qualified driver. Best not to get too close.

He was just considering changing lanes when the girl’s face appeared in the rear window, perfectly framed by the peeling stickers. She looked to be around five or six. Round-faced, pink-cheeked. Fine blonde hair pulled into two high pigtails.

His first thought was that she should be strapped into a car seat.

His second thought was: Izzy.

She stared at him. Her eyes widened. She opened her mouth, revealing a tooth missing right in the front. He remembered wrapping it in a tissue and tucking it under her pillow for the tooth fairy.

She mouthed: ‘Daddy!’

Then a hand reached back, grabbed her arm and yanked her down. Out of sight. Gone. Vanished.

He stared at the empty window.

Izzy.

Impossible.

His daughter was at home, with her mum. Probably watching the Disney channel while Jenny cooked dinner. She couldn’t be in the back of a strange car, going God knows where, not even strapped into a car seat.

The stickers blocked his view of the driver. He could barely see the top of their head above Honk if you’re horny. Fuck that. He honked anyway. Then he flashed his lights. The car seemed to speed up a little. Ahead of him, the roadworks were ending, the 50mph signs replaced by the national speed limit.

Izzy. He accelerated. It was a new Range Rover. It went like shit off the proverbial shovel. And yet the battered old rust bucket in front was pulling away from him. He pressed the pedal down harder. Watched the speedometer creep up past seventy, seventy-five, eighty-five. He was gaining, and then the car in front suddenly darted into the middle lane and undertook several cars. Gabe followed, swerving in front of an HGV. The horn’s blare almost deafened him. His heart felt like it might just burst right out of his chest, like bloody Alien.

The car in front was weaving dangerously in and out of the traffic. Gabe was hemmed in by a Ford Focus on one side and a Toyota in front. Shit. He glanced in his mirror, pulled into the slow lane then darted back in front of the Toyota. At the same time a Jeep pulled in from the fast lane, just missing his bonnet. He slammed on his brakes. The Jeep driver flashed his hazards and gave him the finger.

‘Screw you, too, you fucking wanker!’

The rust bucket was several cars in front now, still weaving, tail lights disappearing into the distance. He couldn’t keep up. It was too dangerous.

Besides, he tried to tell himself, he must be mistaken. Must be. It couldn’t have been Izzy. Impossible. Why on earth would she be in that car? He was tired, stressed. It was dark. It must be some other little girl who looked like Izzy. A lot like Izzy. A little girl who had the same blonde hair in pigtails, the same gap between her front teeth. A little girl who called him ‘Daddy’.

A sign flashed up ahead: SERVICES ½ MILE. He could pull in, make a phone call, put his mind at rest. But he was already late; he should keep going. On the other hand, what was a few more minutes? The slip road was sliding past. Keep going? Pull over? Keep going? Pull over? Izzy. At the last minute, he yanked the wheel to the left, bumping over the white hazard lines and eliciting more horn beeps. He sped up the slip road and into the services.

Gabe hardly ever stopped at service stations. He found them depressing, full of miserable people who wanted to be somewhere else.

He wasted precious minutes scuttling up and down, past the various food outlets, searching for a payphone, which he eventually found tucked away near the toilets. Just the one. No one used payphones any more. He wasted several more minutes looking for some change before he realized you could use a card. He extracted his debit card from his wallet, stuck it in and called home.

Jenny never answered on the first ring. She was always busy, always doing something with Izzy. Sometimes she said she wished she had eight pairs of hands. He should be there more, he thought. He should help.

‘Hello.’

A woman’s voice. But not Jenny. Unfamiliar. Had he called the wrong number? He didn’t call it very often. Again, it was all mobiles. He checked the number on the payphone. Definitely their landline number.

‘Hello?’ the voice said again. ‘Is that Mr Forman?’

‘Yes. This is Mr Forman. Who the hell are you?’

‘My name is Detective Inspector Maddock.’

A detective. In his house. Answering his phone.

‘Where are you, Mr Forman?’

‘The M1. I mean, in the services. On my way back from work.’

He was babbling. Like a guilty person. But then, he was guilty, wasn’t he? Of a lot of things.

‘You need to come home, Mr Forman. Right away.’

‘Why? What’s going on? What’s happened?’

A long pause. A swollen, stifling silence. The sort of silence, he thought, that brims with unspoken words. Words that are about to completely fuck up your life.

‘It’s about your wife … and your daughter.’
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Monday, February 18th, 2019
Newton Green Services, M1 Junction 15, 1.30 a.m.

The thin man drank black coffee, plenty of sugar. He rarely ate anything. Once, maybe twice, he had ordered toast and then left it after a couple of bites. He had the look, Katie thought, of someone closer to death than their years should have taken them. Clothes hung off him like they would a scarecrow with the stuffing removed. Emaciation had carved chasms out of his face, beneath his eyes and cheekbones. His fingers, when he grasped the coffee cup, were long and delicate, bones so sharp they looked like they might slice straight through the thin covering of skin.

If Katie didn’t know better, she would have said he was terminally ill. Cancer. Her nan had gone that way and they shared the same look. But he had a different kind of illness. A sickness of the heart and soul. The best medicine and doctors in the world couldn’t cure what afflicted this man. Nothing could.

When he first started visiting the services, once or twice a month, he used to hand out leaflets. Katie had taken one herself. Pictures of a little girl. HAVE YOU SEEN ME? Katie had, of course. Everyone had. The little girl had been all over the news. Her and her mum.

Back then, the thin man had hope. Of a sort. The insane kind of hope that fuels people like a drug. It’s all they have. They draw on it like a crack pipe, even when they know that the hope itself has become an addiction. People say hate and bitterness will destroy you. They’re wrong. It’s hope. Hope will devour you from the inside like a parasite. It will leave you hanging like bait above a shark. But hope won’t kill you. It’s not that kind.

The thin man had been eaten up by hope. He had nothing left. Nothing but a lot of road miles and coffee club points.

Katie picked up his empty cup, wiped down the table.

‘Can I get you another?’

‘Table service?’

‘Only for regulars.’

‘Thanks, but I have to get going.’

‘Okay. See you.’

He nodded again. ‘Yeah.’

That was the total sum of their conversations. Every conversation. She wasn’t sure if he even realized he was speaking to the same person each time he came in. She got the feeling that most people were just background to him.

Katie had heard that this was not the only coffee shop he visited, nor the only service station. Staff moved around, and they talked. So did the police officers who often came in. The rumour was that he spent every day and night driving up and down the motorway, stopping in different service stations, looking for the car that took his little girl. Searching for his lost daughter.

Katie hoped it wasn’t true. She hoped that the thin man could eventually find some peace. Not just for his sake. Something about him, his quiet desperation, scraped at a raw nerve. Most of all she hoped that one day, she would come into work, he would be gone, and she’d never have to think about him again.
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Night driving. Gabe never used to like it. The flare of the oncoming headlights. The patches of unlit motorway where the road ahead seemed to melt away into infinite nothingness. Like driving into a black hole. He always found it disorientating. Darkness made everything look different. Distances changed, shapes distorted.

These days (nights), it was the time he felt most comfortable. Cocooned in the driver’s seat, playing something low and ambient. Tonight, Laurie Anderson. Strange Angels. It was the album he played the most. Something about the otherworldliness, the weirdness, resonated with him. Seemed to fit his journey up and down the black tarmac.

Sometimes, he imagined he was cruising along a deep, dark river. Others, he was drifting through space, into eternal blackness. Strange, the thoughts that sleepwalked through your mind in the small hours, when you should be putting your brain safely to bed. But although he let his mind wander, he always kept his eyes firmly on the road, alert, on the lookout.

Gabe didn’t really sleep. Not properly. That was one of the reasons he drove. When he needed a break, more because he felt he should than because he felt tired, he pulled into one of the service stations he had come to know so well.

He could list them all, up and down the M1: the facilities, the ratings and the distances between them. They were, he supposed, the closest things he had to any sort of home. Ironic, really, considering how much he used to dislike them. When he wanted more than just a refuel of black coffee, he parked his camper van in one of the HGV bays and lay down in the back for a couple of hours. He often resented the time he was wasting, not doing anything, not searching. But, while his mind never rested, his eyes, wrists and legs needed the respite. Sometimes, when he climbed from the driver’s seat, it felt as though he were a stooped Neanderthal attempting to stand vertical for the very first time. So he forced himself to close his eyes, stretch out his six-foot-three frame as much as he could in the camper van for a maximum of 120 minutes every twenty-four hours. And then he got back on the road.

He had everything he needed with him. Toiletries, a few changes of clothes. Sometimes a trip to the launderette necessitated a small detour off the motorway and into a town. He didn’t like these trips. They reminded him too much of the normality of most people’s everyday lives. Shopping, work, meeting for a coffee, taking the kids to school. All things he no longer did. All the things he had lost, or let go.

On the motorway, in the service stations, normal life was suspended. Everyone was on their way somewhere, at a point in between. In neither one place nor another. A little like Purgatory.

He kept his phone and laptop close, along with two spare chargers and several battery packs (he would never make that mistake again). When he wasn’t driving, he spent his time drinking coffee, scanning the news – just in case there was any news – and checking the missing-persons websites.

Most of these were little more than noticeboards. They ran appeals for the missing, posted updates on progress, held events to raise awareness. All in the desperate hope that someone out there might see something and get in touch.

He used to trawl them religiously. But after a while it got to him: the hope, the desperation. The same photographs again and again. The faces of people who had been missing for years, decades. Preserved in a camera flash. Their hairstyles becoming more dated, their smiles more frozen with each missed birthday and Christmas.

Then there were the new faces that appeared almost daily. Still with an echo of life. He imagined that a dent remained in their pillows, a toothbrush hardened in a holder, and the clothes in their wardrobe still smelt of fresh laundry and not yet of mould and mothballs.

But it would happen. Just like the others. Time would roll on without them. The rest of the world would continue to its destination. Only their loved ones would remain on the platform. Unable to leave, unable to abandon their vigil.

Missing is different to being dead. In a way, it’s worse. Death offers finality. Death gives you permission to grieve. To hold memorials, to light candles and lay flowers. To let go.

Missing is limbo. You’re stranded; in a strange, bleak place where hope glimmers faintly at the horizon and misery and despair circle like vultures.

His phone buzzed from the holder on the dashboard. He glanced at the screen. The name on it made the hairs stir on his neck.

The other thing you found, if you spent your time travelling the tributaries of the country in the dead of night long enough, was other night people. Other vampires. Lorry and van drivers on long-haul deliveries. Police, paramedics, service staff. Like the blonde-haired waitress. She had been on again tonight. She seemed nice, but she always looked worn out. He imagined she had had a husband once, but he left. Now she worked nights, so she had time for her kids in the day.

He often did that with people. Invented back stories for them, as if they were characters in a book. Some you could read right away. Others took a little more time. Some you could never fathom, not in a million lifetimes.

Like the Samaritan.

‘Where r u?’ his text read.

Normally, Gabe couldn’t stand people using abbreviations, even in texts – a throwback to his former profession as a copywriter – but he forgave the Samaritan, for a number of reasons.

He tapped the microphone icon on the phone’s screen and said: ‘Between Newton Green and Watford Gap.’ The words flashed up as a message. Gabe tapped send.

The text came back: ‘Meet me @ Barton Marsh, off J14. Sndng direcs.’

Barton Marsh. A small village not far from Northampton. Not very pretty. A good fifty minutes away.

‘Why?’

The reply was just three words. Words he had been waiting to hear for almost three years. Words he had dreaded hearing.

‘I found it.’
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Tibshelf Services, M1 Junctions 28–9

Fran sipped her coffee. Well, she presumed it was coffee. The menu said it was coffee. It looked like coffee. It smelt vaguely like coffee. But it tasted like crap. She shook out another sachet of sugar. The fourth. Across the sticky plastic table, Alice picked half-heartedly at an anaemic-looking bit of toast that was doing only a slightly better job than the coffee at fitting its purpose under the Trades Description Act.

‘You going to eat that?’ Fran asked.

‘No,’ Alice replied absently.

‘Don’t blame you,’ Fran said, smiling sympathetically, even though the effort caused her cheeks to hurt … which at least matched her eyes and head.

Her head was throbbing harder than ever in the bright fluorescent light. She hadn’t eaten anything since the previous morning. Her belly was past food, but her head was pounding from the lack of nutrition and sleep. That was part of the reason she had decided they should stop for coffee and sustenance. Ha bloody ha. Probably served her right that they weren’t getting either. She pushed the coffee away.

‘D’you need the loo before we go?’

Alice started to shake her head then reconsidered. ‘How far do we have to go?’

Good question. How far? How far would be enough? She had no idea, but she didn’t want to say that to Alice. She was supposed to be the one in control, the one with a plan. She couldn’t tell Alice that she was just driving, as fast as she dared, trying to put as many miles between them and their last address as possible.

‘Well, it’s a long way, but there are plenty of other service stations on the way.’

Until they got off the motorway, of course, and then the only option would be a lay-by at the side of the road.

Alice pulled a face. ‘I suppose I could go now.’

Said with the same amount of enthusiasm as if she had asked her to step into a cage with man-eating lions.

‘You want me to come with you?’

Another hesitation. Alice had, among other things, a phobia about public bathrooms. However, at almost eight, she also had a bigger phobia about acting like a baby.

‘No, I’m fine.’

‘Sure?’

Alice nodded and then, with a grim-faced determination that made her look oh-so-much older than her years, she rose from her seat. After another momentary hesitation, she reached across the table for her bag: a small pink rucksack decorated with purple flowers. Alice never went anywhere without it, not even to the toilet. As she slung it over her slight shoulder, it rattled and clicked.

Fran tried not to frown, tried not to let the fear show on her face. She lifted her coffee cup and made a pretence of drinking from it as Alice walked away; long, brown hair caught up in a high ponytail, jeans tucked into fake Uggs, a large duffel coat swamping her skinny frame.

A surge of primeval love overpowered her. It got you like that sometimes. Terrifying, the love you had for a child. From the minute you cradled that soft, sticky head in your arms, everything changed. You lived in a state of perpetual wonder and terror: wonder that you could have produced something so incredible, terror that at any moment they might be taken from you. Life had never seemed so fragile or so full of menace before.

The only time you shouldn’t worry about them, she thought, was when they slept. That’s when they should be safe, tucked up tightly in their beds. The problem was, Alice didn’t sleep in her bed. Not always. Alice could fall asleep anywhere, at any moment. On the way to school, in the park, in the ladies’ toilets. One minute awake. The next gone. It was scary.

But not as scary as when she woke up.

Fran thought about the rucksack. That restless rattling. Panic fluttered like a dark moth in her chest.

Alice stared at the sign for the Ladies. A woman in a triangle skirt. When she was little, she used to think it meant if she was wearing trousers she couldn’t go in. She didn’t want to go in now. Fear gripped her belly hard, which of course just made the urge to wee even greater.

It wasn’t the toilets she was afraid of. Or even the noisy hand-dryers (although they used to scare her a bit). It was something else. Something it was hard to avoid in any bathroom, but especially in public toilets, with their row upon row of sinks and unexpected corners.

Mirrors. Alice didn’t like mirrors. She had been scared of them ever since she was little. One of her earliest memories was of playing dress-up and sneaking upstairs to look at herself in her mum’s big mirror in the bedroom. She had stood in front of it, resplendent in her Elsa dress … and she had started to scream.

Not all mirrors were a problem. Some were safe. She didn’t know why. She couldn’t explain it any more than she could explain why some were dangerous. Unfamiliar mirrors were riskier. Mirrors she didn’t know. Those were the ones where she saw things; those were the ones that could make her fall.

It will be all right, she told herself. Just look down. Keep looking down.

She took a deep breath and pushed open the door. The cloying smell of air freshener and harsh disinfectant caught in her throat and made her feel a little sick. No one else was in the toilets, which was unusual, but then, it was still early, and the services were quiet.

She hurried to the closest toilet, keeping her eyes to the floor, and shut the door. She lowered herself onto the loo, had a wee then quickly dried, flushed and slipped out again, still trying to keep her eyes down. Now was the hard part. Now she had to get to the sink and wash her hands.

She almost made it. But the soap wouldn’t work. She pushed and pushed and then she glanced up. She couldn’t help it. Or maybe there was just something about that forbidden gleam that called to her, like a door left slightly ajar. You couldn’t help pushing it wider to see what lay on the other side.

She caught sight of her reflection. Except, it wasn’t her. It wasn’t really a reflection at all. It was a girl, similar looking, although a few years older. But whereas Alice was dark-haired with blue eyes, this girl was pale, almost albino, with white hair and eyes like milky-grey marbles.

‘Alisssss.’

Even her voice was pale and insubstantial, like it was being carried away on a breeze.

‘Not now. Go away.’

‘Sssssh. Sssssh now.’

‘Leave me alone.’

‘I neeeed you.’

‘I can’t.’

‘I need you to sleeeeep.’

‘No. I’m not …’

But before the word ‘tired’ could leave her mouth Alice’s eyelids snapped shut and she slumped to the floor.
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I found it.

Was it really possible, after all this time? And, of course, Gabe was very aware of what the Samaritan had not said. He’d said, ‘I found it.’ Not ‘I found her.’ Unless he was sparing Gabe. But, then, why call him out here? There was something more contained within those words. He felt it. A lie by omission. I found it. And?

He squinted at the unfamiliar road signs and guided the camper van along roads that felt too narrow and twisty. Gabe always felt a momentary dislocation when he pulled off the motorway. Like he had cut a safety line. Severed the umbilical cord. Jumped into the abyss without a chute.

Panic scratched with feverish claws at the back of his mind. Panic that he could be missing her. Panic that he was letting her slip away. All over again. Irrational, insane. But he couldn’t help it. The motorway. That was his only link. The place he had last seen her. The place he had lost her.

You’re supposed to do anything for your child. Anything. And he had just watched his daughter disappear. Just let those tail lights pull away. Gone. Vanished. He had replayed it over and over in his mind. If only he had done things differently. If only he hadn’t turned off. If only he had followed that damn shitty old car. If only, if only.

Glorious hindsight. But hindsight isn’t glorious. Hindsight is a shabby conman. A gameshow host in a gold lamé suit and bad hairpiece who mockingly shows you what you could have won:

If you had been faster, braver, more committed. If you weren’t such a coward. But, ladies and gentlemen, give him a round of applause. He’s been a great contestant. Still a loser, though. Still a fucking loser.

He gripped the steering wheel tighter and glanced at the clock: 2.47 a.m. The sky was still a deep swathe of velvety black pierced through with a few tiny pinpoints of light. It would be a while before dawn dragged it aside. In mid-February that wouldn’t happen for another three hours, at least.

He was glad. He preferred the darkness. Preferred this time of year. When the days first began to shorten, during October, he both welcomed and hated it. The long hours of summer were bad. Sunny days brought more people to the motorway: cars packed with families heading off on holiday. Smiling, eager, happy faces. Sweaty, screaming, exhausted ones. He saw Izzy in all of them.

Once or twice, at the beginning, he had almost run after a couple of little girls, convinced they were her. Both times he had realized, just before he made a fool of himself (or earned a punch in the face from an angry father), that he was wrong. He had been saved from humiliation. He hadn’t been saved from the gut-wrenching disappointment.

By October, the hordes of families had dissipated: back to school and work, the mundane commute. But in their place came other events. Other celebrations. Halloween, Bonfire Night. Throughout the year, it seemed, there were events designed to remind the lonely that they were indeed alone. No children, eyes illuminated by the flare and sparkle of fireworks. No other half to wrap an arm around and draw close against the autumn chill.

Christmas was the worst because it was the most invasive. On the roads, the motorway, in the service stations, you could escape the other occasions, for the most part. But Christmas – bloody Christmas – pervaded everywhere, creeping in earlier and earlier each year.

Even the service stations would make meagre attempts at decorations and erect lopsided Christmas trees, badly wrapped empty boxes beneath them. The shops would be full of Christmas ‘goodies’ for those who had forgotten a present for Auntie Edna and were on the way to a family gathering. And the songs. That was what really drove him past the edge of insanity. The same dozen Christmas songs played again and again, and not even the originals but irritatingly bad copies. After the first year, he had bought himself a very expensive pair of noise-cancelling headphones so he could shut them out and listen to his own, more maudlin, less full-of-good-cheer song selection.

Gabe hated Christmas. Anyone who has ever lost someone hates Christmas. Christmas takes your pain and turns it up to eleven. It taunts your loss with every glistening treetop and ‘First Noel’. It reminds you that there is no respite, no let-up. Your grief is unrelenting and even if you manage to put it away, like a box of decorations, it will always come back. Reappearing every year, as familiar as Jacob Marley’s rotting ghost.

The further away from Christmas it was, the more settled he felt. Not happy. Gabe never felt happy. He wasn’t sure that that particular emotional avenue was open to him any more. But he had found a kind of acceptance. Not acceptance that Izzy was gone. An acceptance that this was now his life. Relentless, joyless, tiring, hard. But that was okay. It was what he deserved. Until he found her. One way or another.

A green sign emerged from the darkness ahead: BARTON MARSH, 2 MILES. Next right. A filter. He signalled and pulled over. Laurie Anderson sang about Hansel and Gretel, all grown up and sick of each other. No such thing as a happy ever after, he thought.

The turn took him on to an even narrower, twistier country lane. No streetlights. Just sporadic cat’s eyes, winking at him from the centre of the road. His phone pinged with a text:

‘How close?’

‘2 miles.’

‘Passed a farm?’

‘No.’

‘After the farm, look out for a lay-by. Pull in. Footpath into woods.’

‘Okay.’

Footpath into woods.

His scalp prickled. Momentarily, he wondered what had brought the Samaritan here, to such a secluded spot. Then he decided he really didn’t want to know.

He dragged his concentration back to the road. To his left, a sign sprang out of the gloom: OLD MEADOWS FARM. Sure enough, just a few yards down, on his right, he spotted a lay-by, the ‘P’ sign almost totally obscured by overgrown trees.

He pulled in behind the only other car parked there. A black BMW. A few years old, the number plate partially obscured by dirt. Not enough to attract the attention of the police but just enough to make it difficult to make out, at a glance. The back and rear windows were tinted, although Gabe doubted that was for the comfort of the passengers.

He turned off the camper van’s engine, which was probably loud and chugging enough to be heard back at the farmhouse, opened the glovebox and took out a small torch. Then he grabbed his thick parka from the passenger seat and shrugged it on. He climbed out of the van and locked the doors. Probably unnecessary. He was procrastinating. Putting the moment off.

He zipped up the parka, right to his chin. It was cold tonight. His breath puffed out like cigarette smoke. He looked around. To his left, a half-rotted public footpath sign pointed to a narrow gap between overgrown bushes.

Footpath into woods.

Gabe wasn’t sure anything good ever came from taking a footpath into the woods, at night, alone.

He flicked on his torch and headed through.
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Eight minutes. Fran checked her watch. Alice had been gone too long. Even taking into account her bathroom phobia, eight minutes was still too long. Fran grabbed her bag and pushed her chair away from the table.

She hurried down the main thoroughfare, almost empty at this time in the morning. Past a bored-looking cleaner, squeezed into a uniform several sizes too small for his burly frame, sweeping randomly at the floor. Past the W. H. Smith and the gaming section where – even at this hour, and probably even after hell froze over – one sad loner sat tapping at the flashing buttons of a bandit like some kind of fruit-fixated zombie. She rounded the corner and went into the ladies’ toilets.

‘Alice!!’

She lay on the floor, curled into a foetal ball, halfway along the row of sinks. Her hair had fallen over her face and one hand still loosely clutched her bag. A bit of toilet paper was stuck to the bottom of one boot.

‘Shit.’ She knelt down and pushed back Alice’s dark hair. Her breathing was shallow but steady. When Alice went deep, her breathing was so slow Fran had often feared the worst. But now, as she cradled her head on her lap, she could feel it becoming more regular. Any second now, she thought. Come on …

Alice slowly opened her eyes. Fran waited, watching her blink away the fogginess of sleep. Even though she had been out for only a few minutes, Alice fell hard and fast. Right down to the depths, where the true nightmares swam. Here be monsters.

Fran knew a little about those nightmares.

‘I’m here, sweetheart. I’m here,’ she soothed.

‘I’m sorry, I –’

‘It’s okay. Are you okay?’

Alice blinked, sat up. Fran helped ease her into a sitting position. Alice looked around blearily.

‘Toilets?’

‘Yeah.’

It usually was. Bathrooms, changing rooms. Anywhere with mirrors. Fran used to think that Alice’s fear of mirrors was irrational, but no fear is truly irrational. To the person who is afraid, it makes perfect sense. She understood better now. Something about mirrors seemed to trigger Alice’s condition. But that wasn’t all.

Heels tapped around the corner. Fran turned. A woman in a crumpled sales suit, scuffed stilettos and too much eye make-up walked in. She glanced briefly at Fran and Alice, walked straight past then paused at the mirrors and frowned.

Fran followed her gaze. She had been so focused on Alice that only now did she realize that one of the mirrors above the sinks was shattered. Shards of fine glass littered the floor nearby.

The woman tutted. ‘Some people.’ She glanced back at Fran and Alice. ‘Is your daughter okay?’

Fran forced a smile. ‘Oh, yes. She just slipped over. We’re fine.’

‘Right.’ The woman nodded, offered a quick, tired smile and pushed open the door to a cubicle.

She was probably relieved she didn’t have to help. Most people were. They pretended they did. But really, no one wanted to put themselves out for someone else. We all live in our own personal fortresses of self-concern.

The woman in the scuffed heels and eye make-up would probably forget them before she washed her hands, sinking back into the folds of her own life, her own routine, her own problems.

But then again, she might not. She might remember the woman and girl on the floor in the toilets. She might mention it to someone; a friend or work colleague, an acquaintance online.

They had to move.

‘Come on, sweetheart.’ She stood and eased Alice to her feet, holding her arm. ‘Can you walk?’

‘I’m fine. I just fell.’

Alice picked up her bag – clickety-click – and slung it over her shoulder. They walked towards the door. Alice paused.

‘Wait.’

She turned back.

‘What?’ Fran hissed.

Alice walked over to the sinks, feet crunching on broken glass. Fran glanced nervously at the closed cubicle door and then followed. Her own fragmented reflection stared back at her from the remains of the shattered mirror. A black hole in the centre of it. Hard to recognize the stranger in those splintered shards. She tore her eyes away and looked down, into the sink.

A pebble lay by the plughole, too large to wash down, although Fran had a childish urge to try and do just that.

Alice picked it up and slipped it into her bag, along with the others. Fran didn’t try to stop her. She couldn’t interfere in this ritual, whatever it was, wherever the pebble had come from.

The first had appeared almost two years ago. Alice had just suffered one of her episodes, crumpling into a ball on the living-room floor. When she woke, after twenty minutes, Fran saw something in her hand.

‘What’s that?’ she asked, curious.

‘A pebble. I brought it back.’

‘From where?’

Alice smiled and a frisson of fear skittered down Fran’s spine.

‘The beach.’

Since then, every time Alice had an episode, she woke clutching a pebble. Fran had tried to think of a rational explanation. Perhaps Alice was picking the pebbles up somewhere else, hiding them and then, by some clever sleight of hand, producing one when she woke. Rational, but still not very convincing.

So where did the damn things come from?

The toilet flushed.

‘We’d better go,’ Fran said briskly.

They reached the door. Fran glanced back. Something else was bothering her about the mirror. The hole in the middle of it. Glass all over the floor but hardly any in the sink.

Had Alice thrown the pebble at the mirror?

But if you smash a mirror the glass falls straight down. It doesn’t explode outwards.

That would only happen if something was thrown through the mirror.

From the other side.




She sleeps. A pale girl in a white room. Nurses tend to her on a regular basis. Even though she is not in a hospital, she receives the best twenty-four-hour care. The nurses are well paid and not too much is asked of them except that they turn the girl, wash her, ensure she is kept comfortable. Aside from that, the machines monitor the rest.

Despite this, the turnover of staff is high. Most don’t stay more than a few months before moving on. The usual assumption is that the work is not challenging enough. They need more variety, more stimulation.

But that’s not true.

Miriam is the longest-serving staff member, here from the beginning. Before the beginning. Long enough to have formed an attachment to the girl. Perhaps that’s why she has stayed, despite everything.

It started a couple of years ago. That was the first time. She was downstairs, making a cup of tea, when she heard a single note. Played on a piano. Not repeated. Could she have woken? Impossible. But then, miracles did happen.

She hurried up the stairs and into the girl’s room. Everything looked as it always did. The sleeping girl slept. The machines whirred: all readings normal. She walked over to the piano. The keys were coated in dust. Nothing had disturbed them.

She put it down to her imagination. A week later, it happened again. And again. Every few weeks, that single note would ring out from the girl’s room. You never knew when it might happen, day or night.

Some of the staff began to talk about ghosts, poltergeists, telekinesis. Miriam wouldn’t hear of such nonsense. And yet she couldn’t summon up a better explanation. So she continued to do her job and tried not to think about it at all.

Tonight, when the note rang out, she walked wearily to the girl’s room. She checked the piano, the machines. And then she stood over the sleeping girl and stared at her white face, her mass of flaxen hair. Still just the same. She stroked her thin arm and let her hand drop to the bedsheets. She frowned. They felt gritty. But that wasn’t right. They had only just been changed. How could they be dirty?

She ran her hand along the sheets, raised it and rubbed her fingers together.

Not dirt.

Sand.
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The pathway was narrow and muddy. Heavy woodland crowded in from either side. It didn’t strike Gabe as a particularly picturesque or pleasant walk, even on a summer’s day, let alone in the pitch black and freezing cold of a February night.

The twisted trunks of the trees pushed over the rickety fencing on either side. In some places, the crooked boughs met overhead, branches entwining with each other like lovers’ fingers, crooked as a fighter’s knuckles.

He fought down a shudder. A curse, sometimes, being a writer. Or ex-writer, he supposed. But then, did you ever stop being a writer? Like an alcoholic, the urge was always there.

When he was a kid he had dreamed of writing books, like his heroes Stephen King and James Herbert. But growing up in a small, run-down seaside resort with no dad and a mum who spent most of her dole money at the pub, that idea had been quickly knocked out of him.

The people where he lived were suspicious of aspiration. Other people’s hard work and success simply reminded them of their own failures and poor choices. Those who tried to claw their way out weren’t encouraged, they were mocked: ‘Getting a bit lah-di-dah.’ ‘Get you with your posh degree.’

He pretended not to care about school in front of his friends while he spent night after night swotting for his exams in his room. He got decent enough grades and, despite almost trashing his dreams before they started in his teens, he was given a second chance. He secured a place at the local polytechnic and then a poorly paid job at a small advertising agency. Just before he started, his mum died. Everyone from their community came to the funeral but no one chipped in a penny to help. Gabe had to pawn what was left of her possessions to help pay for the coffin.

Another three years spent churning out product leaflets for pessaries, and he was offered a job at a big agency in the Midlands. During a pitch, he met a freelance graphic designer called Jenny. They fell in love, got married … and Jenny fell pregnant. Happy ever after.

Except there’s no such thing.

He often used to joke that he got to lie for a living. Haha.

No one knew how close it was to the truth.

I lie for a living. I live a lie.

Ahead of him, the path was widening and the last of the trees straggled away. Gabe found himself upon a narrow bank. A starved sliver of moon floated on a still expanse of water. A lake.

Not a large lake. Maybe ten metres across, fifteen wide. On the other side, it was hedged in by more trees. Slightly to the right, a high ridge of hill. Secluded. Hidden. Like the wooded walk, it was not pretty. It smelt dank and fetid. The bank dropped away steeply, littered with cans and ancient plastic
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