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    The year is 1965, and Susan Jones is desperate to get out of Crowford. First, though, she needs to make enough money to finance a fresh start. She takes a series of dead-end jobs, until finally she gets hired to work at the town's faded old cinema. 
 
      
 
    The Crowford Empire is a building with history. Before it was a cinema, the Empire was the site of a terrible tragedy. While the building has been thoroughly renovated, some elements of the past remain. Some locals even whisper the name of a woman who still walks the halls and corridors of the cinema. 
 
      
 
    Susan soon discovers that the cinema's past is determined to bubble back to the surface. What does Winifred Thorpe's ghost really want? How is her eternal suffering connected to the local golf club? And what happens to any poor soul who accidentally meets her face to face? 
 
      
 
    The Horror of the Crowford Empire is the sixth book in the Ghosts of Crowford series. Each book is a standalone story, and there's no need to read them in any particular order.  
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    November 15th, 1966... 
 
      
 
    As distant thunder rumbled in the night sky, and waves crashed against the nearby shore, a figure wearing bright pink shorts and bright pink cat ears stepped out across the golf course, clutching her bleeding belly. 
 
    No matter how she tried to adjust her trembling hands, she was unable to stop the flow of blood. The knife had left a thick cut running straight down from just below her ribs, cutting straight through her navel. Since staggering out of the clubhouse a few minutes earlier, she'd tried to find some place where she could hole up and hide while she waited for the inevitable end. Now, however, she was starting to feel increasingly weak and finally she dropped to her knees. 
 
    Letting out a faint gasp, she shivered slightly as a cold breeze blew in from across the dunes. She looked down at her hands; in the moonlight, she could just about see dark blood glistening on her fingers. Her eyes began to slip shut, and she was finding it increasingly difficult to keep them open. Somewhere over her shoulder, a roar of laughter rang out from the clubhouse, and the voices of so many happy, drunk men seemed to echo all around in the darkness, bouncing off the golf course's tees and greens and dunes. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered, as – if anything – the flow of blood became stronger. “I didn't... please... I never meant to...” 
 
    Perched on top of her head, the pink cat ears were starting to get blown back by the wind that howled in from the sea. A cloud briefly moved across the moon, cutting off the blue glow just as she slumped to her side and fell against the damp ground. She let out a couple of faint, pained groans as her hands slipped away from the wound, and as her blood began to soak into the carefully-manicured grass of Crowford Golf Club's second hole. A few seconds later, the cloud moved on and moonlight once again bathed the course. 
 
    This time her eyes were frozen in place, staring up at the sky as a slow, dying breath left her lips. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    One year earlier... 
 
      
 
    “Is it just me, or is this place really creepy?” 
 
    Standing in the office, Susan Jones couldn't help but look around at all the golf trophies and golf photos that adorned every spare inch of the place. The whole room was filled with an almost overbearing smell of pine, and she was starting to feel very much out of place. She'd never set foot in a golf club before, she'd never really been around posh people at all, and she felt certain that at any moment she'd be asked to leave. That someone, somewhere, would realize that a mistake had been made. 
 
    “Just go with it,” her friend Angie whispered. “Any new job feels weird at the start.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this place is -” 
 
    Before she could finish, Susan heard footsteps approaching the door, and she instinctively straightened up just as the door swung open and Mrs. Chalfont hurried into the room. 
 
    “So sorry to keep you waiting, ladies,” the older woman said, placing two boxes on the desk. “I had a little difficulty locating anything in your sizes, but I think we're there now.” She turned to them and smiled. “You told me you both have experience in the hospitality trade, did you not?” 
 
    Susan and Angie both nodded, both lying. 
 
    “Let me give you a little word of advice,” Mrs. Chalfont continued. “It's certainly true that the members here can become a little boisterous when they've had a drink or two. They're usually alright until the after dinner speaker gets up, but then a few of them can really start to get rather red in the face. There's nothing to worry about, however, so long as you're the kind of girls who know how to handle a man.” She paused. “You both know how to handle a man, don't you?” 
 
    Susan and Angie stood in silence for a moment, each waiting for the other to reply. 
 
    “What...” 
 
    Susan tried to work out exactly how to frame her question. 
 
    “What exactly do you mean by... handling them?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “I mean ignoring them, dear,” Mrs. Chalfont replied. “That's all you've got to do. You take their drinks to their tables, you collect their empty glasses, you nod and smile at their terrible jokes but ultimately, you ignore them. Even if they get a bit lewd, or even a bit handsy, just ignore them and get on with the job and everything will be tickety-boo. Can I trust you both to do that?” 
 
    Again, Susan and Angie weren't quite sure how to react. 
 
    “So are those our uniforms?” Susan asked finally. 
 
    “They are indeed,” Mrs. Chalfont said with a broad grin. “You'll have to get changed in here, I'm afraid.” She checked her watch. “And the first guests are due in about half an hour, so don't take too long. There's still quite a lot that I need to show you.” 
 
    Stepping forward, Susan looked into the box and saw a pair of pink cat eats attached to a headband. Pulling the ears out, she saw that they were surprisingly stiff. 
 
    “They attach quite easily,” Mrs. Chalfont said, taking the ears and setting them on Susan's head, taking care to make sure that the headband was nice and tight. “Like that, see? Some girls complain of a headache after wearing them for a while, but most of the time it's alright.” She reached into the box and pulled out a pair of bright pink pants, complete with a fluffy white tail. “Make sure you don't get your tail caught in anything. And you'll find that some of the members like to pet it, but again... ignore them. Especially Roger Bell, he can be something of a handful.” 
 
    Angie, who'd stepped over to the other box, pulled out a pair of pink, high-heeled shoes. 
 
    “I won't lie to you,” Mrs. Chalfont said, “your feet are going to be sore after a night working here.” 
 
    “Right,” Susan said cautiously, before looking down into the box and seeing that it was now empty. She thought for a moment, before turning to her new employer. “Where's the rest?” 
 
    “The rest, dear?” 
 
    “The top,” Susan continued. “What do we wear on top?” 
 
    “Oh, you silly thing,” Mrs. Chalfont said with a chuckle, “this is the 1960's, my dear. We're living in enlightened times, and our members like to see a little flesh while their drinks are being delivered!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is humiliating,” Susan said thirty minutes later, as she and Angie stood in the back room, behind the bar, holding empty trays and getting ready to go out. “It's degrading. It's wrong. It's...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “It's the sixties,” Angie replied. “You've got to roll with the times. Plus, we are getting paid for it.” 
 
    “I'm twenty-one years old,” Susan said, wincing a little as she heard some of the members roaring in the dining room. “Call me crazy, but I didn't think that at twenty-one I'd be a topless waitress at Crowford Golf Club. I thought I'd be... well, anything else, really.” 
 
    “Just think of the money,” Angie told her. “That's all we're here for. I don't know about you, but I can handle a bunch of drunk old men if it means I get some cash in my hand at the end of the night. And they're only going to be looking. You heard what Mrs. Chalfont said, they're harmless, no-one's going to let them actually get out of hand. Just ignore them, and if any of them try to get touchy, be polite and move to another table.” 
 
    “She also said we shouldn't get left alone with any of them.” 
 
    “That's just her way of being protective,” Angie said, unable to hide a faint smile. “Anyway, I really don't mind. Not all the golfers are doddery old men. Didn't you see when they were arriving?” She leaned closer. “Some of them aren't bad looking, plus you need to have some serious money and connections to be able to afford to play here. And the younger ones might not have sweethearts yet.” 
 
    “You're on the lookout for a husband?” Susan asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Here, of all places?” 
 
    “I'm always on the lookout for a husband,” Angie explained. “Women don't have to wait around for men to take the initiative, not anymore. The times are changing, Susie, you need to get with the modern world. Women are allowed to be a little more pushy now.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Susan said cautiously, still feeling distinctly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Besides,” Angie added, “it's not just a husband I'm looking to meet. I've got a few good years before I need to think about settling down, so it wouldn't hurt to have a little fun on the side.” 
 
    “Wait, are you -” 
 
    “Girls?” Mrs. Chalfont called out from the bar area. “The men are ready for their first drinks! The kitchen has the meal almost ready to go!” 
 
    “Are we actually going to do this?” Susan muttered, looking up at her cat ears. She could just about see the curled tips hanging over the top of her head. 
 
    “We're not just going to do it,” Angie replied, nudging her elbow. “We're going to rock it. Come on, let's go and show those men what we're made of.” 
 
    “Oh, I don't think they'll have any trouble telling what we're made of,” Susan pointed out. “Almost everything's on display.” 
 
    “Don't be such a prude!” 
 
    With that, Angie grabbed Susan's arm and forced her to step forward, before reaching out and pushing the double doors open. 
 
    Although she winced slightly, Susan managed to fix her face with a smile as she grabbed a tray and followed Angie out into the dining room. She immediately saw that all the men at all the tables had turned to look at them, and she hated the fact that she was being leered at, but she knew that she should probably be a little more thick-skinned. More modern. Besides, she desperately needed the money, so she tried to ignore the gawping stares as she and Angie headed to the bar and began to put the first round of drinks on the trays. 
 
    “I see a couple I wouldn't mind getting to know better,” Angie whispered, almost giggling. “I told you there'd be a few hot ones here tonight.” 
 
    Susan tried to think of a response, but she was already gritting her teeth as she tried to work out how she was going to get through the evening. She felt as if the gazes of scores of men were burning holes in her bare back, and she knew they'd only get louder and more rowdy after a few drinks. 
 
    “There you go, girls,” Mrs. Chalfont said once the last of the glasses had been placed on the trays. “Don't drop them, okay? And hurry back, because there are plenty more to go out.” 
 
    “It's so exciting!” Angie squealed, as she turned and carried her tray over to the tables. 
 
    “Susan?” Mrs. Chalfont continued with a furrowed brow. “Is everything alright there, dear?” 
 
    “Just peachy,” Susan replied, before picking her tray up and turning to head to some of the other tables. She was just about able to manage a big, insincere grin. 
 
    “Well!” one of the men at the nearest table roared, leering at her and making no effort to hide the fact that he was looking at her chest. “Always nice when we get some new blood in for the dinners!” He leaned closer. “And what's your name, my pretty little pussy cat?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Five hours later, exhausted from the long evening, Susan sat alone in Mrs. Chalfont's office and slowly began to slip her right foot out of her shoes. Gasping at the pain, she was already wondering how she was ever going to manage the four-mile walk home. 
 
    Suddenly the door opened and Mrs. Chalfont stepped into the room. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” the older woman said heartily as she made her way over and handed Susan a brown envelope. “Your wages for tonight, my dear, including your share of the tips. I should hope that you're feeling very pleased with yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Susan said, opening the envelope and peering briefly inside, before closing it again and stuffing it into her pocket. 
 
    “There's another dinner next week,” Mrs. Chalfont explained as she took a seat at her desk. “Next Saturday, as it happens. I don't know how these men fit all the food in, but I suppose one shouldn't complain. After all, if they didn't have a big shindig every week, they wouldn't need the likes of us to put the things on for them, would they? Shall I put you down to work?” 
 
    Susan opened her mouth to reply, but at that moment Angie skittered into the room, giggling slightly. Whereas Susan had begun to change into her own clothes as soon as the dinner had ended, Angie was still in her full cat costume. Not that there was much of a costume to begin with. 
 
    “Are you alright, Ms. Carter?” Mrs. Chalfont asked. 
 
    “Yes, M'am,” Angie replied, pulling herself together and trying not to laugh. After a moment, however, she glanced over her shoulder and gave a little wave to someone out in the corridor. 
 
    “Your earnings, Ms. Carter,” Mrs. Chalfont continued, sliding a brown envelope toward her across the table. 
 
    “I've been waiting for this,” Angie said, snatching the envelope and taking the money out, and immediately starting to count the notes. “You've got no idea what I'm going to do once I've earned enough. I've got big plans!” 
 
    Mrs. Chalfont, evidently not too impressed, peered at the door as she heard a stumbling sound outside. 
 
    “Who's there?” she called out. “Everyone's supposed to have left by now!” 
 
    “Oh, that's just Charlie Evans,” Angie told her, still counting the money. “You must know him, he's the son of the family who own that big department store in town. They're really one of the most influential families in the whole area. Anyway, he's very kindly offered to walk me home.” 
 
    “He has, has he?” Mrs. Chalfont muttered. “Are you sure that you -” 
 
    “He's a real gentleman,” Angie continued, slipping the cash away. “I got talking to him while I was serving his table. He was the only one on that table who looked me in the eye while they were giving me their drinks order. Isn't that chivalrous?” 
 
    “I thought we were walking home together,” Susan said, glancing at the clock and seeing that it was almost midnight. “That's what we agreed, isn't it?” 
 
    “I know,” Angie replied sheepishly, “and I'd say you could come with us, but, well, the thing is...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “It's fine,” Susan said. “Don't worry about it.” 
 
    “I'd better not keep him waiting,” Angie added, grabbing a bag of her things and then hurrying to the door. “I'll see you next week, Mrs. Chalfont!” 
 
    As she left the room, she giggled again, and a man's voice could be heard in the distance urging her to hurry up. 
 
    “Indeed,” Mrs. Chalfont muttered darkly, before starting to make some notes. 
 
    “Actually,” Susan said, “I'm not sure I'll be back next week.” 
 
    “Are you otherwise engaged?” 
 
    “No,” Susan replied, “it's not that, it's just... I think maybe this type of thing isn't for me. I'm very grateful to you for giving me the opportunity, but tonight was just...” 
 
    For a moment, she thought back to all the eyes that had been staring at her, to all the comments – both shouted and whispered – that she'd heard, and to the general feeling that she'd spent the evening on display. Although she tried to hide her shyness most of the time, Susan had never enjoyed the sensation that people were paying very much attention to her, and the thought of spending another night working at the golf club filled her with a sense of palpable dread. 
 
    “I understand,” Mrs. Chalfont said, “but why don't you think about it for a few days? I shall give you a call on the telephone on Tuesday and you can let me know if you wish to come back. I have your parents' number.” 
 
    “Thank you, but -” 
 
    “Don't make a decision yet,” Mrs. Chalfont added. “Give yourself time.” 
 
    Susan thought about the offer, but deep down she knew that she'd already made her mind up. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said finally, “but really, I'd only end up letting you down. This wasn't for me. Thank you again for the opportunity, but you'll need to find someone else.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ow!” she gasped a short while later, as she made her way along the pebbly path that ran from the clubhouse and out across the course, toward few late-night lights of Crowford in the distance. 
 
    She took another step. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    Having already made the decision to walk barefoot, since her feet hurt far too much for her to put her own shoes on, Susan was finding that the little pebbles were no comfort to her sore soles. She was fairly certain that she was going to have blisters and aches the next morning, and after a moment she stepped off the path and onto the cool, soft grass of the rough area that bordered the green. That, at least, felt a lot better, even though she knew that technically she wasn't supposed to walk on the grass at all. 
 
    Not that she was really walking, anyway. 
 
    She was limping. 
 
    Looking out across the fairways, she saw vast, flat expanses laid out between rough rolling peaks and troughs. Crowford Golf Club occupied a prime position on the edge of the town, running parallel to the shoreline, and in the midnight moonlight the place took on a somewhat surreal quality. Whereas during the day the entire scene was one of different shades of green, at night the various patches took on a bluish glow that seemed almost to hint at a different world. Further off, the sea could just about be seen glittering under the stars, and Susan could hear the gentle rush of waves hitting the beach. 
 
    And another sound, too. 
 
    Stopping for a moment, she looked around as she realized she could hear a voice. 
 
    “Oh Charlie,” Angie was moaning in the darkness, in one or other of the shelters. “Oh... oh...” 
 
    Although she wasn't exactly surprised that Angie had allowed Charlie to spirit her away for a spot of naughtiness somewhere on the course, Susan still let out a sigh. Her first thought was that Angie was being very irresponsible, that one little moment of passion could easily lead to a very unfortunate situation, but after a moment she realized that perhaps she was entirely wrong. After all, how many people had told her over the previous few years that she should get with the times and embrace the modern way of doing things? She was only twenty-one years old, but Susan sometimes felt as if she was being left behind, and that she should try to be a little more like her free and easy friends. 
 
    “Susan, you can be such a mood-killer sometimes,” she remembered Angie telling her once, a few months back, when they'd ventured out to a party. “It's like you think you're going to die if you have a little fun. Sometimes I think you want to be some kind of old maid for your whole life.” 
 
    “Of course I don't,” she'd replied, feeling somewhat disgruntled. “I just think we have to be careful, that's all. There's no need to go diving into everything without checking it out first. Getting drunk all the time just doesn't appeal to me very much.” 
 
    “I'm not a mood-killer,” she whispered now, standing all alone and barefoot on the golf course in the middle of the night, listening to the sound of Angie having fun. “I'm just... sensible.” 
 
    “Oh Charlie,” Angie continued, her voice impossible to pin down, “that's right, right there... Oh Charlie, don't stop...” 
 
    Susan briefly considered waiting around to make sure that Angie was alright, but she knew there was no real reason to worry. The last thing she wanted was to cast herself in the role of the prudish friend, so she told herself that she'd simply have to let Angie get on with things. Besides, Angie had a long track record of looking after herself. Susan still lingered for a few more seconds, before forcing herself to turn and set off again across the golf course, keeping to the rough areas and leaving Angie's passionate groans far behind. 
 
    Ahead, Crowford was mostly dark, save for a few isolated lights. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    By the time she reached the dark, empty streets of Crowford itself, Susan at least wasn't limping anymore. Her feet had become fairly numb, and – although she knew she was still in for a world of pain in the morning – she was at least relieved that the walk home was perhaps not going to be too bad after all. 
 
    She made her way slowly through the streets of the town's north end. Occasionally she spotted a light in an upstairs window, but for the most part everyone seemed to be tucked up safely in bed. Now that she was surrounded by houses, she found that the sound of the sea was very different, as if the crashing waves were bouncing off every wall and filling the streets. Once or twice she heard a bell ringing in the distance, most likely from a buoy out at sea, but otherwise the town seemed very calm and peaceful. 
 
    Until, that is, she reached the top of Edgemont Square and realized she could hear drunken voices in the distance. She stopped for a moment, before peering around the corner and seeing a couple of dark shapes at the other end of the square, stumbling around outside one of the local pubs. She could hear one of the voices singing, and a moment later a window opened high up on one of the nearby houses. 
 
    “Get out of here!” a woman yelled. “You're waking everybody up!” 
 
    “Come down for a sing-song!” one of the drunk men shouted. “It might do you some good!” 
 
    “I shall telephone the police if you don't leave at once!” the woman continued. “Do you hear me? I shall have them come here and cart you off to the cells for the night!” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” the other drunk man said, “you don't need to get your knickers in a twist. We'll go and take our party elsewhere.” 
 
    Startled, Susan saw that they were starting to make their way toward her. She tried not to panic, but the last thing she wanted was to bump into a couple of drunks, so she turned and scurried away, heading along a dark, narrow street that eventually let up to the road that ran along past the beach. Stopping, she looked over her shoulder and saw that the men were following. She was fairly sure that they hadn't actually seen her, but she wasn't keen on taking a risk so she hurried across the road and then ran to hide in one of the beach shelters. 
 
    After a few seconds, she heard the men singing again as she began to make their way across the road. 
 
    Forcing herself to be brave, Susan peered around the corner of the shelter and watched as the men slumped down on a bench. They were about twenty feet away and they seemed to be happy rather than violent drunks, but Susan still didn't want to risk a confrontation. She always tried to avoid people who'd been drinking, and she hated the idea of being chased around the late-night streets of Crowford by two men who might be unwilling to simply leave her alone. As she continued to watch them, she thought of all the awful things that they might to do her, and she realized that she'd probably have to spend the entire night hiding in the shelter. 
 
    And then, somewhat miraculously, the two men hauled themselves off the bench and began to walk away. They were singing again, and staggering so wildly that one of them almost fell onto the pebbles, but they slowly made their way off into the distance until finally Susan allowed herself to breathe a huge sigh of relief. 
 
    She waited a couple more minutes, just to be absolutely safe, and then she turned and headed the other way, preferring to stick to the beach road rather than risk bumping into any more drunks in the center of the town. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, having made her way past the pier entrance and the line of closed pubs near the roundabout, Susan was starting to feel more relaxed. Sure, she was taking a route that would add at least half an hour to her walk home, but that didn't seem to matter so much now that her feet were giving her a break. Besides, she enjoyed watching the moonlight sparkle against the sea, and a late-night breeze felt somewhat refreshing against her face. 
 
    Suddenly, in the distance, she heard a loud banging sound. Whatever it was, it was brief, but it was enough to make her stop and look around. 
 
    Sure enough, over on the other side of the road, some lights were on in one of the buildings. Squinting, she realized that it was the Crowford Empire, the grand old cinema that had somehow managed to survive despite the arrival of a couple of newer, more modern cinemas in the area. She'd always preferred the Empire, not only because it was the cinema she'd gone to with her parents with she was younger, but because the design of the place – which had once been a music hall – was somewhat old-fashioned. 
 
    Feeling a little braver, she began to walk again, and she quickly saw that a door had been left open on the side of the cinema. 
 
    “Sam!” a voice shouted, startling her a little. “Where are you, boy? Have you found those pallets or not?” 
 
    She heard another voice replying, although this time she couldn't quite make out the words. 
 
    As she edged closer to the cinema, she found herself strangely fascinated by the sound of what seemed to be two men arguing inside the building. She was struggling to hear everything that they said, so after a moment she made her way across the road so that she might have a better chance. Once she was on the corner opposite the cinema, she realized she could hear a series of bumping noises coming from inside the building, and she stopped for a moment as one of the voices called out again. 
 
    “These aren't the ones I meant,” the older man was saying. “Don't you ever listen to a word I tell you, lad? You're going to have to put these ones back, and then bring the right ones out. This'll never do.” 
 
    “Do you know what?” the younger voice replied. “I've had enough of this. I can get a better job, Harry. I quit!” 
 
    “You can't quit!” 
 
    “Watch me!” 
 
    A figure stepped out of the doorway, and Susan instantly pulled back out of sight, terrified that she might be spotted. 
 
    “Get back in here and move these pallets!” 
 
    “I told you I quit, Harry!” the younger man called back inside. “I'm not working here anymore, it's degrading. It's humiliating! And to be honest, it's downright unsettling at times. You can find yourself another poor sod to order around. I won't be back, not this time!” 
 
    Hearing footsteps approaching, Susan pulled back into the shadows, just as a figure stalked right past her and headed across the road. Whoever he was, he was lighting a cigarette as he walked, and Susan watched for a moment as he hurried off into the night. 
 
    Finally, once she was sure he'd gone, she turned and looked round the corner again, just in time to see an old man shuffling out of the cinema's side door and taking a seat on the step. She watched as he put his head in his hands, and she realized after a moment that he seemed to be muttering to himself. Her first thought was that she should simply let the man have some privacy, but after a few more seconds she began to worry that something might be wrong. Although she desperately wanted to get home, she finally stepped around the corner and began to make her way over to the man. He seemed not to notice as she approached. 
 
    “Hello,” she said cautiously as she reached him, “I'm sorry, I just...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, just as he looked up at her. 
 
    “I just wanted to check that you're okay,” she continued. “I was walking past and...” 
 
    Again, she wasn't quite sure what to say. The last thing she wanted to do was admit that she'd been eavesdropping. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” the man said, struggling to get back up, “I didn't mean to cause a commotion.” 
 
    “No, it's totally fine,” she replied as she reached out and held his arm, helping to steady him a little. “Like I told you, I was walking past and I heard voices, and then I saw you sitting there and...” 
 
    “You heard me arguing with that good-for-nothing nephew of mine, did you?” he replied, with a hint of bitterness in his voice. “That lad wouldn't know hard work if it bit him in the behind. All he was supposed to do was move some pallets for me and -” 
 
    He hesitated, and then – sighing – he turned to go back inside. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he continued, “you don't need me boring you with the details. Thank you for your concern, young lady, but I'm quite alright and I'm afraid I have to get back to work.” 
 
    She watched as he limped into the corridor. 
 
    “Do you need any help?” she asked. 
 
    “That's what my nephew was supposed to be for!” 
 
    “Okay, but if he's gone, then...” 
 
    She waited, as the old man slowly turned to her. 
 
    “I can help,” she continued, even though she wasn't quite sure what she was getting herself into. “I mean... if you want...” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “You see those empty pallets?” Harry asked as he stopped at the next doorway and looking down into the storage area. “They need taking through to the foyer so that...” 
 
    He hesitated, and then he turned to Susan. 
 
    “You know what?” he continued. “Forget it. I can't ask a nice young lady such as yourself to do this. It's just not right.” 
 
    “It's okay, really,” she told him, even though she was tired and wanted to get to bed. “I can't leave you to carry those things around, they look heavy.” 
 
    “Of course they're heavy,” he said, before pausing again. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-one,” she said cautiously. 
 
    “And you think you could carry those pallets?” 
 
    “I think I could try,” she told him. She didn't want to point out that she'd probably have a better chance than him, although that was how she felt. “It's no trouble. Really.” 
 
    “Still doesn't feel right, having a woman do it,” he admitted. 
 
    “I'll be fine.” 
 
    She waited a moment, and then she slipped past him and made her way down the half dozen wooden steps that led into the storage room. Heading straight to the pallets, she picked one up and found that it was surprisingly quite light. 
 
    “See?” she said, turning to Harry. “No problem.” 
 
    “I'll show you where they need to go,” he replied, turning and shuffling back along the corridor. “You're really too kind to be helping me out like this. I don't know how I'll repay you, but I can offer you some free -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, he looked toward the end of the corridor and waited. 
 
    Behind him, still lugging the pallet, Susan quickly caught up, and then she realized that for some reason he seemed frozen in place. She looked along the corridor but saw nothing, so finally she stepped past him. 
 
    “I can go first, if you like,” she said. “Just tell me where -” 
 
    “No!” he blurted out, grabbing her arm to hold her back. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked, turning to him and seeing genuine fear in his expression. “Mr. Gough?” 
 
    “Just wait a moment,” he replied, lowering his voice a little. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    She looked toward the end of the corridor again, but she still had no idea what was causing the old man to act so strangely. She listened, hearing absolutely nothing, and then she turned to him again. 
 
    “Is someone else here?” she asked, having previously assumed that Harry had been left alone following the departure of his nephew. She waited, once more giving him a chance to reply, and now she was starting to feel more than a little concerned. 
 
    “No,” he said suddenly, as if waking from some kind of daze. He turned to her and smiled, and then he shuffled past her, continuing his way along the corridor. “I'm sorry, I just couldn't remember something for a moment, that's all. At my age, these little lapses become more and more common. Come along now, I must show you where to stack the pallets. You're so kind to help me, so very kind indeed...” 
 
    Susan hesitated for a moment, still a little disturbed by Harry's moment of confusion, and then she set off after him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That's the last one,” she said, setting the fifteenth and final pallet on the pile in the foyer and then taking a step back. Her arms were aching, but she was pleased with herself for getting the job done. 
 
    For a moment, she could only look around in wonder at the grand, high-ceilinged foyer of the Crowford Empire. While the place was certainly a relic of the past, she was amazed by the old photos on the walls, and by the beautiful ticket booth that looked as if it belonged in another age. She knew that much of the decoration was a holdover from the days when the building had been a music hall. Part of the hall had been destroyed in a fire, but most of the foyer had survived. As a child, Susan had loved visiting the cinema, but now she was better able to appreciate the intricacies of the designs on the walls. Stepping over to one side of the room, she reached and touched the beautiful golden edging that ran along the middle of the red wall. 
 
    “Mummy, can we sit at the front?” she remembered asking excitedly once, many years earlier, on a rare trip to see a film. 
 
    “Not right at the front,” her mother had told her. 
 
    Thinking back to those days, she couldn't help but smile. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that Harry was nowhere to be seen, although after a moment she heard him shuffling about in what seemed to be a small office behind the ticket booth. She hesitated, and then she made her way around the booth and stopped in the open doorway. 
 
    “I finished moving the pallets,” she told him, as she saw that Harry was looking through some folders filled with old documents. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” He looked up at her. “Oh, right, of course. How wonderful. My, you do work quickly, don't you? I don't think even my lazy nephew would have done the job any faster.” 
 
    “It was fine,” she told him. 
 
    “Some men will be along to pick the pallets up in the morning,” he explained. “I could get them to go all the way back to the storage area, but I really don't like to impose.” He looked back down at one of the folders and resumed his search through its contents. “And now I've mislaid the invoice that I'll need to show them. I could have sworn that it came in August, but I can't find it in the August section. Unless I put it in one of the other folders, with the other August files, but I just... I don't remember.” 
 
    “What kind of system do you use?” she asked. 
 
    “System?” He looked at her again. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You could probably organize these better,” she suggested. She didn't want to interfere, but she couldn't help thinking that Mr. Gough seemed to be drowning in paperwork. 
 
    “I'm not really sure that I follow,” he admitted, clearly becoming increasingly flustered. “I'm not sure what I'll do if I can't find that invoice, though. I suppose I shall have to go down to the bank first thing in the morning and take out some extra money, just in case.” 
 
    “Do you not keep all the invoices together?” 
 
    “That probably would have been a good idea, wouldn't it?” 
 
    She watched as he continued to search through the folder, and then as he took another and began all over again. She wanted to offer to help some more, but she hated the idea that she might seem pushy. She was also feeling more and more exhausted, and she began to think of the warm, soft bed waiting for her at home. Since she still had a good half hour's walk ahead of her, she figured that it might be a good idea to get going again. 
 
    “If there's nothing else that needs doing,” she said finally, “I should probably head home. If my parents wake up and realize that I'm not back yet, they might start to worry.” 
 
    She waited, and then she turned to head back out into the foyer. 
 
    “Have you ever worked in a cinema before?” Harry asked suddenly. 
 
    Stopping, she furrowed her brow as she wondered whether she'd misheard the question. After a moment, however, she looked back at him, and she realized that he was serious. 
 
    “Well, that useless Sam seems to have left me in the lurch,” Harry continued, “and as much as I hate to admit it, I'm a little too long in the tooth to be running the cinema by myself. I shall have to find someone to employ, and since you've demonstrated yourself to be such a capable young woman, I...” 
 
    He paused, and then he shook his head. 
 
    “No, of course not,” he chuckled, looking back down at the folders. “What was I thinking? I need a strapping lad to help me around the place, not a young lady. Please excuse my foolishness. Sometimes I think I'm completely losing my marbles.” 
 
    “Well...” 
 
    Hesitating, she considered the possibility. Until that moment she'd never thought of working in the cinema, but she suddenly realized that the idea was quite enticing. She looked back into the beautiful, old-fashioned foyer and realized that she could definitely imagine herself working in such a stunning place. By the time she turned to Harry again and saw that he was rifling through another folder, she was filled with a desperate yearning to take the job. Quite where that yearning had come from, she wasn't sure. 
 
    “I want to work here,” she told him. 
 
    He looked up her again. 
 
    “I want to work here,” she said again. “If you take me on, you won't regret it, I promise. I'll work hard and I'll do any job you want. I don't even mind scrubbing the toilets, I just...” 
 
    She waited for him to reply, and then she swallowed hard. 
 
    “Please,” she continued, “just give me a chance. I promise, you won't ever regret it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “I have a job,” she whispered as she leaned back against the front door, having finally made it all the way home. She paused for a moment, and finally a smile began to spread across her face. “I have a job!” 
 
    She'd had a job, technically, when she'd left the house many hours earlier, but that had been a job that had filled her with absolutely no enthusiasm. She'd hated the idea of working at the golf club even before she'd discovered the somewhat revealing attire that she'd been expected to wear. Now she was home with an entirely different job, one that felt as if it had dropped straight into her lap. Even though she was tired and wanted to go to bed, she found herself thinking about how marvelous it would be to work in the most beautiful building in all of Crowford. 
 
    How had she never realized that working at the cinema would be so wonderful? 
 
    “You can start in the morning,” she heard Harry saying, his voice ringing in her ears from earlier. “It won't be easy and you'll have to learn rather fast.” 
 
    “I will, I promise,” she'd told him. “Thank you so much for this opportunity, Mr. Gough. I'm going to be the best employee you ever had!” 
 
    She felt like the happiest girl in the whole town. 
 
    Suddenly hearing a grumbling sound, she turned and looked toward the open doorway that led into the living room. She'd assumed that her parents were in bed, but now she could hear the springs of the sofa starting to creak slightly and she felt a sinking sensation in her chest as she realized that either her mother or her father – or possibly both – had waited up. And if they'd waited up, there was only one thing they'd have been doing for the duration. 
 
    “Susie?” her father's voice groaned. “Girl, is that you?” 
 
    Realizing that she'd missed the opportunity to sneak straight upstairs, she stepped into the living room and saw her father slowly sitting up on the sofa. He was rubbing his eyes, and the smell of stale, spilled beer was impossible to miss. 
 
    “What time is it?” he muttered. “Have you only just got back from that golf club?” 
 
    “It was a long walk,” she told him cautiously. 
 
    “How did it go?” he asked. He tried to stand, but he only got halfway before slumping back down onto the sofa. “How did you get on, serving all those bloody rich bastards?” 
 
    “It was fine,” she replied, figuring that there was no need to go into the details. She certainly wasn't going to try to explain how she'd ended up with a job at the cinema. “I'm tired, though, so I'm going to go to bed.” She waited, watching as he yet again tried and failed to stand, and then she stepped back into the hallway. “Goodnight, Dad.” 
 
    “Wait!” he called out. “Susie! Don't go!” 
 
    Stopping, she realized that couldn't just leave him on the sofa for the night. As much as she hated the fact that he'd yet again stayed up drinking into the small hours, using money they didn't really have for the beer, she wanted him to at least have the dignity of sleeping in his bed. She hesitated, and then she stepped over and helped haul him onto his feet, before taking a moment to make sure that he was steady. 
 
    “I don't know why I'm so wobbly,” he murmured. “I only had a few. They don't usually hit me like this.” 
 
    “I know, Dad,” she replied, preparing for the arduous task of getting him up the stairs. “Let's just take it steady, okay? After three. One. Two. Three!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Gah!” 
 
    Finally flopping down onto her bed, Susan felt the stresses and strains of the evening starting to fade away. Her feet were aching again, but she was more concerned about the tightening sensation in the small of her back, as well as the myriad other little pains that seemed to be making themselves felt all over her body. Working at the golf club had been hard enough, but moving those fifteen pallets at the cinema had taken more effort that she'd really admitted to herself at the time. 
 
    Now she felt as if her entire body had been ruined. 
 
    “You'll be fine,” she whispered, staring up at the ceiling of her dark bedroom. “A good night's sleep and everything'll be okay.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, and then – realizing that there was one thing she hadn't done yet since getting home – she sat up and reached over to switch on her bedside light. Then, opening the drawer of the little table next to the bed, she pulled out the purse that she kept hidden at the back and clicked it open. Slipping the brown enveloped from her pocket, she took a moment to count her earnings from the night and then she added that money to the little stash she'd already managed to save up. 
 
    “One day,” she said, keeping her voice low. 
 
    For a moment, in her mind's eye, she imagined the day when she'd finally be able to walk out the door of the house and never return. She'd been dreaming for years of a whole new life in London; every time she saw a picture of the city in a magazine, or some footage of the place on the television, she felt as if she was being called to a new beginning. Life would start for her once she reached London, she knew that, but first she needed to have more money saved up. 
 
    Deep down, she knew that if she hadn't lucked into the job at the Crowford Empire, she'd have had no choice but to go back to the golf club again and again. As much as she'd hated working there that night, she figured that she'd have been able to buckle down and ignore the leering glances and just get on with the task of earning the money she needed. Now, however, she had a much better option. Sure, the cinema wasn't going to pay quite as much as the golf club, but she'd be able to retain her dignity and she'd also be doing a job that she figured she'd actually enjoy. 
 
    “One day,” she said again, more firmly this time, before hiding the stash of money back in the drawer. “Definitely. I'm going to -” 
 
    Before she could finish, she heard a bumping sound coming from the other bedroom, followed by the sound of a door creaking open. She stiffened immediately, worried that something might be wrong, and a few seconds later she heard something she'd been dreading. 
 
    “Susie?” her mother called out, her voice filled with a kind of whining sense of pain. “Susie, get up! Susie, I need you!” 
 
    Susan briefly considered pretending to be asleep, but she knew that wouldn't be much good. Her mother would only end up stumbling into the room and switching all the lights on, so instead she got to her feet and headed to the door. Once she was out on the landing, she saw that her mother was attempting to get to the bathroom while clutching her belly. 
 
    “Susie, it hurts so much,” her mother groaned. “I drank too much gin again. Be a love and go downstairs, will you? I need something to settle my stomach.” 
 
    “Why did you -” 
 
    “Don't nag me,” her mother added. “Please, just do what you're told, alright? You know what I need, so get down there and fetch me some.” 
 
    “How about water?” Susan asked. 
 
    “Oh, don't be silly. You know water doesn't do it, not anymore. Just get me a nice big glass and -” 
 
    Suddenly she began to retch. Susan stepped over to help, but her mother shoved her out of the way and stumbled into the bathroom before dropping to her knees. Susan could only stand and watch her leaning over the toilet, and then she flinched as she heard her mother starting to vomit. She knew there'd be blood in the bowl, too, and that come morning her mother would once again insist that there was no need to go and see a doctor. Every night the same thing happened, and every day too, in a kind of self-fulfilling loop that Susan had long since come to realize would only ever be broken by one thing. 
 
    “Are you still there?” her mother gasped between retches. “Get downstairs and fetch me a drink! Quick!” 
 
    Sighing, Susan did as she was told. There was no point arguing, and as she reached the living room and switched on the light she found herself wondering why her mother didn't just sleep with the bottle of gin next to her bed. Then again, she knew that such things weren't proper, and her mother was certainly a stickler for keeping up appearances. 
 
    As she poured a glass of gin, Susan could hear her mother still vomiting upstairs. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The following morning, bright and early at 9am, Susan Jones stood in the foyer of the Crowford Empire wearing her new name badge and felt... 
 
    Content. 
 
    Fulfilled. 
 
    Happy. 
 
    The double doors at the front had been propped open, allowing sunlight to stream into the building. A car occasionally rumbled past, but otherwise Susan could see the beach and the glittering sea beyond, and she took a deep breath of the fresh coastal air that was blowing into the room. Seagulls were squawking in the distance, and somehow everything seemed right with the world. 
 
    She looked down again at her badge, and she saw how Harry's spindly writing had just about managed to make her name legible. 
 
    “Now, where were we?” Harry asked as he shuffled back through from the office and then stopped next to the ticket booth. “Ah, that's right, I need to tell you how to sell tickets, don't I? After all, the cinema won't last very long if we can't do that, will it?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said keenly, hurrying over to the booth as Harry held the door open for her. 
 
    “In you go,” he told her with a smile. “This is going to be one of your main responsibilities. I do it sometimes, but to be honest people like a smiling, beautiful young lady to take their money, so who am I to argue?” 
 
    “Oh, I -” 
 
    “Now don't be modest,” he added as she took a seat. “You're the face of this cinema now, at least for most people when they visit. I want you to remember that, and I want you to always look your best.” He hesitated, and then he furrowed his brow. “I'm sorry,” he added, “I hope you don't think that I'm too old-fashioned for saying something like that.” 
 
    “Not at all,” she replied, taking care to sit up straight in the booth. “I want to represent the Crowford Empire to the best of my abilities, and that means being professional.” 
 
    “Such a good attitude,” he said with a chuckle. “Yes, I think I had a stroke of luck when I met you last night, Susan. I think this arrangement is going to work out very well for the both of us.” 
 
    “So what do I need to do?” she asked, looking around the inside of the booth and seeing various boxes and tins, as well as some stamps. 
 
    “How about I pretend to be a customer and I can walk you through the whole thing?” he asked with a friendly smile, before turning and shuffling toward the open door. “Don't worry, you'll get the hang of it in no time.” 
 
    “I will,” she replied, taking a deep breath. “I know I will.” 
 
    She opened the tin in front of her and found that it contained books of tickets, and then she looked over at the door just in time to see that Harry had gone outside and was disappearing around the corner. She waited, puzzled, and then she watched as he shuffled right back inside again and headed to the board that featured the week's film listings. He stared up at the board, and for a few seconds he seemed to be muttering to himself. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Hmm?” He turned to her. “Oh, I'm just seeing what's on.” 
 
    “But you -” 
 
    Stopping herself just in time, she realized that he was truly immersing himself in the role of a paying customer. 
 
    “Absolutely,” she replied, adjusting her posture again and waiting for him to make a decision. 
 
    After another half minute or so, Harry made his way slowly over to the booth and stopped at the window, and then he smiled at her. 
 
    “Why, you're new here, aren't you?” he said, affecting a slightly different voice with – for some reason – a faint Welsh accent. “Old Harry's hired a beauty this time, and no mistake. Now, if you don't mind, I'll be having one ticket for this afternoon's matinee!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, having gone through several rounds of Harry's role-playing teaching methods and accents, Susan sat in the office and tried to make sense of the cinema's somewhat arcane filing system. So far, she'd begun to separate out the various document types, although she was quickly coming to realize that the task of getting everything sorted would not be the work of a moment. 
 
    Hearing footsteps out in the foyer, she glanced at the door and waited for Harry to appear. Instead, the footsteps seemed to walk straight past, although she saw no sign of anyone. The footsteps were already heading off into the distance. 
 
    After hesitating for a moment, Susan got to her feet and wandered over to the door. She leaned out and looked all around the foyer, but there was no sign of anyone. Harry had told her that he was popping down to the bank, so she hadn't expected to have any company, and the main doors weren't due to be unlocked again for another forty-five minutes. Still, she could just about hear the footsteps getting further and further away, seemingly heading toward the auditorium. 
 
    “Hello?” she called out, figuring that Harry must have returned early. “Harry? I mean... Mr. Gough?” 
 
    She waited, and after a moment the footsteps stopped. 
 
    “Mr. Gough?” 
 
    Heading to the end of the corridor, she looked toward the double doors at the far end. Despite the fact that the footsteps had seemed very clear, and that they'd certainly been on their way toward the auditorium's entrance, now there was nobody around. Susan continued to look along the corridor, but there were no other doors leading away and that meant that there was simply nowhere for anybody to hide. 
 
    “Hello?” she said again, wondering whether she was being tested. What if Harry wanted to see how she handled an unusual situation? “If there's anyone here,” she continued, “we're not open until midday. You'll have to wait outside.” 
 
    Again she waited for a reply, but after a few seconds she began to feel very much as if she was being watched. She told herself that she was just allowing herself to become a little paranoid, but the sensation continued until finally she took a step back. Even though she could see no-one, she felt that the empty corridor was somehow... 
 
    Intimidating. 
 
    “Okay, then,” she continued, trying to get back to some semblance of normality. She adjusted her name badge and straightened the front of her shirt, and then she turned to make her way back into the office. 
 
    Suddenly she heard a loud bang, and she turned just as one of the photos fell from the wall at the corridor's far end. As the picture hit the floor, the glass frame shattered. 
 
    Susan's heart was racing now, even as she told herself that the picture's fall has simply been an accident. She hesitated, and then – figuring that she had to demonstrate some initiative – she headed to the cupboard in the office and grabbed a dustpan and brush. Her hands were trembling slightly, but she forced herself to get them under control as she walked back out into the foyer and then made her way along the corridor toward the smashed picture. 
 
    Crouching down, she began to sweep the mess away, even as she felt more and more as if she was being watched. She even glanced over her shoulder, just in case she might spot someone, but there really was no-one around. 
 
    Once she'd gathered the broken glass, she got to her feet and headed back toward the office. She tried to walk at a normal pace, but some deep sense of fear was driving her to hurry and she let out a sigh of relief as soon as she reached the office and tipped the glass into a bin. She took a moment longer to thoroughly clean the dustpan, and then – stepping back – she happened to glance at a long black and white photo hanging on the wall. 
 
    The photo showed a couple of dozen people standing outside the cinema, although – as she looked more closely – she realized that the picture had been taken a long time earlier, back when the building had been a music hall. She saw lots of old faces staring out from the image, and after a moment she spotted one that seemed familiar. 
 
    “Mr. Gough,” she murmured, and sure enough it was his – much younger – face that stared out from the picture. “Wow, you must have been barely twenty when this was taken.” 
 
    Smiling, she spotted a date scratched into the very corner of the picture. 
 
    “1921,” she whispered, realizing that the shot was almost fifty years old. “I guess most of the other people in this are...” 
 
    She let her voice trail off, even as she felt a shiver pass through her chest. Most of the people in the picture were surely dead, a thought that left her feeling more than a little discombobulated. She pondered the fact for a few more seconds, before heading back over to the desk and getting back to work with the documents. She'd already resolved to not mention the strange footsteps to Harry, although she knew she'd have to tell him about the broken photo. 
 
    As she focused on the papers, she paid no further attention to the picture on the wall, or to the dead faces that stared out from that long-lost day. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “This is remarkable,” Harry said as he sat at the desk and flicked through one of the folders. “Quite remarkable. Yes, I see how logical it is to have things arranged like this now. How wonderful.” 
 
    “It's nothing, really,” Susan replied. “I just copied some systems that I've seen before, and I've still got a lot of work to do before all your files are sorted.” 
 
    “You've done a magnificent job,” he told her. “Don't be modest.” 
 
    Smiling, she realized after a moment that she was starting to blush. The same thing always happened whenever anybody offered her praise. She watched as Harry continued to look at her work, and already she could think of scores of different things that she could improve around the place. Not wanting to seem pushy, however, she quickly reminded herself that she should keep quiet and maybe wait a little while before trying to make any further changes. Besides, she wasn't planning to work at the cinema for that long; as soon as she had enough money saved, she was going to get out of Crowford forever. 
 
    Suddenly, hearing a bump from out in the foyer, she turned and looked toward the open door. She waited, but now there was only silence. 
 
    “Mr. Gough,” she said cautiously, turning back to him, “is there anyone else who works here? Besides you and me, I mean...” 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    He turned to another page in the folder, and then he glanced up at her. For a moment, he seemed somewhat confused by her question. 
 
    “Why, no,” he continued. “I keep the place ticking over, and I man the projection booth during screenings, and you... well, you'll be doing most of the rest, as I explained. The ticketing and the cleaning and so forth.” 
 
    “It's just that, while you were out at the bank earlier, I thought I heard...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and she was starting to feel as if she was over-complicating things. 
 
    “I just thought I heard someone, that's all,” she said with a faint, sheepish smile. “I was probably just imagining things.” 
 
    “I suppose you must have been.” 
 
    “And a picture fell off the wall. I gathered the pieces up and put the glass in the bin, and the picture's on the shelf. I was going to tell you earlier, but then we got into this and -” 
 
    “A picture?” 
 
    Getting to her feet, she headed to the bookshelf and grabbed the photo, before carrying it back over and setting in on the desk so that he could see. 
 
    “It must have just slipped, that's all,” she added. 
 
    “Hmm,” he replied, taking the picture for a moment and peering at it more closely. 
 
    “This is such a lovely old building,” she continued, hoping to make light of the situation. “It just has real history oozing from its pores. I know it used to be a dance hall or a music hall, something like that.” She paused, hoping to get him to talk about the old days. “Do you remember it before it was a cinema?” 
 
    “Do I remember it?” 
 
    He seemed lost in thought for a moment as he studied the photo, and it took a few more seconds before he looked at her again. 
 
    “Well, yes, I do,” he said. “I'm afraid I'm more than old enough to remember those days. It was old Mr. Grace, may he rest in peace, who bought the music hall from Mr. Archer back in... I'm not entirely sure when, but it must have been the 1930's. There was a fire, and...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a few seconds. 
 
    “Well, anyway,” he continued, “Mr. Grace put a lot of money into doing the place up, there was quite a lot of razzmatazz on the opening night. Eric Grace had a lot of connections, and do you know who he managed to get to come and cut the ribbon when the cinema opened?” 
 
    “Who?” she asked. 
 
    “Only George Formby himself.” 
 
    “The George Formby?” she replied, unable to hide her sense of shock. “Here? In Crowford?” 
 
    “He was already quite the star by then,” Harry explained. “Of course, you're probably too young and hip to -” 
 
    “No, I love him,” she said, cutting him off. “Sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt you, it's just that... Wow, I just can't quite believe that George Formby was here in this little town.” 
 
    “Mr. Grace died in a motor vehicle accident about ten years ago,” Harry continued, “and since then his daughters have owned the building. We pay a small lease to them each year, and other than that we're left well enough alone. Of course, I have to move with the times, and I occasionally show popular films that I'd perhaps rather leave off the bill. We've got that new picture with Mr. Bogarde coming next week, apparently it's been drawing huge crowds over in Malmeston so I thought we should give it a try. A nice healthy box office week from that film should allow us to -” 
 
    Before he could finish, they both heard a distant scraping sound coming from far off in the cinema. They looked toward the open door, but the sound had already faded away. 
 
    “What was that?” Susan asked. 
 
    “I'm sure it was nothing,” Harry answered quickly. 
 
    “Should I go and take a look?” she continued, getting to her feet. “It might be a -” 
 
    “I said, it was nothing!” he snapped, before sighing. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to be harsh.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don't want me to go and make sure?” she asked, still on her feet. “We don't open for a few more minutes, so there really shouldn't be anyone else here.” 
 
    She waited for him to agree with her. 
 
    “Should there?” she added. 
 
    “Please, Ms. Jones,” Harry said, sounding a little weary now, “sit down. Let's not go making a fuss about anything. There's no need.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to ask if he was sure, but then – knowing her place, and not wanting to create a fuss – she sat back down. She still couldn't help but wonder what had caused the strange noise, but she supposed that if Mr. Gough said everything was fine, then everything was fine. After a few seconds, however, she noticed that his attention seemed to have been caught by something on the wall, and when she followed his gaze she saw that he was looking at the long photo that she'd noticed earlier. 
 
    “That's from when this place was a music hall, isn't it?” she said, looking at the long row of figures in the picture. 
 
    “It certainly is,” he replied, with a hint of sadness in his voice. “You wouldn't believe it now, but there was a time when Crowford hosted the most magnificent evenings. Between the wars, we'd dress up and have a marvelous time. Everyone dressed properly, none of this casual malarkey that you young things are so fussed about these days. Back then, a man knew how to make himself look smart, and a woman knew how to...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “Ignore me,” he said finally, shaking his head. “I'm just an old fuddy-duddy with one foot still in the past.” 
 
    “It sounds really nice,” Susan told him. 
 
    “There used to be a full orchestra on the stage,” he explained, “and everyone knew everyone, so there'd be lots of mixed dancing, and cocktails too. The music was exquisite. We managed to bring a touch of glamour to Crowford back in the day, something that one might say is sorely lacking at present. You'd miss your rock and roll, that's for sure.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm not really into all of that,” she added. “I like some of it, but for the most part I prefer older things. Older music, older books... I suppose I'm just a little bit old-fashioned, that's all. Not everyone wants to be a mod or a rocker.” 
 
    She paused. 
 
    “Actually,” she added, “my parents sometimes say that I'm an old soul trapped in a young body.” 
 
    “There's nothing wrong with that,” he told her, before checking his watch. “And now, if you'll excuse me, it's almost time to get things up and running. We often have a few waifs and strays filing in for the matinee shows, even if it's never as busy as our evening performances. This is your first day working at the Empire. Are you excited?” 
 
    “Very,” she said eagerly, getting to her feet again. 
 
    Harry stood slowly and stiffly, clearly struggling a little. He muttered something under his breath, and after a moment Susan stepped around the table and tried to support him. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, sounding slightly out of breath. “That's very kind of you, but I can manage. It's just that my hip plays up now and again, that's all. Another of the great benefits of getting old.” He glanced at the long photo again. “Still,” he added, “one mustn't grumble. Not everyone gets the chance, do they?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Enjoy the show,” Susan said as the man stepped away with his ticket, heading toward the corridor that led through to the auditorium. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm her nerves a little. She'd been very worried about dealing with members of the public, but so far she'd managed pretty well. Only two customers had shown up, and the matinee presentation was about to begin, so she figured that she'd been lucky to start off with a quiet shift. Part of her felt a little sad that the cinema wasn't attracting so many customers on a brisk and slightly chilly afternoon, but she supposed that most people would be at work. 
 
    Hearing laughter and footsteps, she turned to look at the front door, just as two figures stepped through. 
 
    “Susie!” Angie yelled excitedly, pulling away from her gentleman friend and rushing over to the booth. “Are you working here now?” 
 
    “Just started today,” Susan replied, somewhat startled, as she looked over and saw that Angie appeared to be on a date with Charlie Evans from the golf club. 
 
    “Well, how about that?” Angie said, before turning to Charlie. “Do you know my best friend in all the world, Susie Jones?” 
 
    “Charmed,” Charlie said with a faint nod. 
 
    “Last night was wild, huh?” Angie continued. “You got home okay, I take it?” 
 
    “Fine,” Susan replied. 
 
    “When did you pick this job up? You never told me about it!” 
 
    “It was... sudden,” Susan admitted, not really wanting to get into the details. In truth, she felt a little embarrassed as she thought back to the sounds Angie had been making on the golf course during the previous night. Looking down, she realized she was starting to blush. “Are you after two tickets, then?” 
 
    “Let me,” Charlie said, stepping over to the booth and pulling his wallet from his pocket. 
 
    “Charlie's taking me on a date,” Angie explained with a broad grin. “He's a real gentleman. He's even paying for everything!” 
 
    “Here,” Charlie continued, setting some money on the counter, “that should be enough. Keep the change.” 
 
    Still worried that she was blushing, Susan slid two tickets over to him. 
 
    “You were at the club last night, weren't you?” Charlie continued, eyeing her with a faint smile. “I never forget a face. Or any other part of the anatomy.” 
 
    “Charlie's such a joker,” Angie said, grabbing his arm and pulling him tight. “Shouldn't we get in there, though? The film's probably about to start.” 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Charlie added as he took the tickets. “Honestly, it doesn't matter. The film's not really what we're here for, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, as voices from the film boomed in the distance, Susan made her way along the corridor that led to the auditorium. She'd finished cleaning, and all the other little jobs were done too, so all that was left was for her to check on the auditorium herself, to make sure that everything was going smoothly. 
 
    She hesitated for a moment at the doors, and then she carefully pulled one open and stepped through. 
 
    Up on the screen, in bright color, Peter Cushing was shouting at Roy Castle as they both tried to evade some kind of brightly-colored robot. Susan watched for a few seconds, and then she turned to look out across the audience. Almost immediately, she saw two figures sitting on the very back row, and even in the darkness of the room she could tell that Angie and Charlie were definitely not paying any attention to the film. They seemed to be canoodling, although Susan knew deep down that Angie was probably more than willing to go further. 
 
    In fact, as she watched them for a moment, Susan began to realize that Angie seemed to be leaning over onto Charlie, and a few seconds later she heard a brief, faint giggle. 
 
    Reaching down, Susan took hold of her flashlight and briefly considered intervening. The last thing she wanted was for Angie and Charlie to disturb the other customers, or for Harry to realize what was happening, but then she held back as she realized that she risked making a bigger scene. If Angie and Charlie could just be a little more discreet, then would it not be better to let them get on with things? After all, so far they seemed not to have caused any trouble. 
 
    Turning, she looked toward the front of the room. She saw a man sitting fairly close, evidently fully absorbed by the film as a woman and a little girl ran toward another robot. Then there was the other, thinner and taller man who'd bought a ticket; he was right near the front, staring up at the screen, his face bathed in the constantly-shifting light. Susan much preferred customers who actually paid attention to the film that they'd bought a ticket to see. That seemed, to her, to be the way the world should work. If Angie and Charlie didn't actually want to watch the film, then was it not reasonable for them to go elsewhere for their fun? 
 
    Realizing that she was in danger of seeming like a killjoy, Susan turned to head back out to the foyer, but at the last moment she spotted another figure sitting in the auditorium. She knew for a fact that she'd only sold four tickets – two to the single men, and two to Angie and Charlie – but now a fifth person was watching the film from a seat at the far end of the middle row. Susan watched the figure for a moment, convinced that the figure must simply be a trick of the light, but after a few seconds she realized that someone really did appear to be there. 
 
    Trying not to panic, she wondered how the mysterious fifth person could possibly have slipped past. She glanced up toward the projection booth and saw light streaming out through the little window, but she quickly told herself that there was no way Harry could know about the discrepancy. Still, she worried that he might have seen how many people were in the audience, and that he might later query the fact that money had only been taken for four tickets, and she wondered quite how she could explain her mistake. Counting the number of people entering the cinema seemed, after all, to be one of the more basic requirements of her new job. 
 
    At the same time, still not wanting to cause a fuss, she knew that she couldn't just march over and ask to see the person's ticket. 
 
    After trying to work out exactly what she should do, Susan finally decided to take a more circumspect approach. Since she couldn't really see the extra figure too well, she began to make her way down the steps that led toward the front of the auditorium. The two men were obviously enjoying the film, and Angie and Charlie were clearly oblivious to anything except one another, so she told herself that no-one would be disturbed if she simply headed around to the opposite side of the room for a moment. She passed under the screen, and then she stopped down by the fire exit and looked up to try to get a better view of the extra figure. 
 
    She could see the mens' faces clearly enough, bathed in the light from the film, and she could just about make out Angie and Charlie fumbling with one another in the back row. The fifth figure, however, remained somewhat shrouded in shadows, to the extent that Susan began to wonder whether she was there at all. She squinted slightly, hoping to get a better look, but this didn't help at all. All she could tell was that the figure seemed to be a woman. She still didn't want to actually go and cause a scene, however, so she finally decided to simply wait for the film to end and then speak to the woman as she left. 
 
    Having settled on that plan, she began to make her way back around to the other door, while keeping low and quiet in an effort to avoid drawing any further attention to herself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A little over an hour later, standing next to the ticket booth, Susan watched as the customers began to leave the auditorium. As the film's closing credit music played, the two men were first to exit, and they each nodded to Susan as they headed outside. 
 
    After another couple of minutes, Angie and Charlie also emerged, laughing and giggling. 
 
    “I hope you enjoyed the film,” Susan said, forcing herself to smile. 
 
    “Yeah, it was great,” Charlie replied, obviously lying. “What was it, Flash Gordon or something like that?” 
 
    “Actually,” Susan said, “it was -” 
 
    “You look so cute in that uniform,” Angie told her. “It really suits you. Doesn't it suit her, Charlie?” 
 
    “It suits her,” he replied, before leading Angie toward the door. “Come on, the film's over, let's get out of here.” 
 
    “Charlie's taking me to this little pad he has down the road,” Angie called back to Susan. “Isn't that amazing? His dad bought him a flat and we're going to listen to some music. He's got all the latest records!” 
 
    “Have fun,” Susan replied, with all the enthusiasm she could muster, before turning to wait for the fifth person to leave the auditorium. She'd resolved to very politely ask the woman if she could see her ticket, and she'd told herself that no reasonable person could possibly take affront at such a request. 
 
    As the minutes passed, however, Susan began to wonder whether the woman was going to emerge at all. Finally she made her way through to the auditorium and switched the lights on, but there was no sign of anyone. She looked around, before realizing that the woman must have headed out through the fire exit. That, after all, was the only possible explanation. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for all your help today,” Harry said a little while after 11pm, as he closed the main door. “I'm sorry it was such a long one for you, but that couldn't be helped seeing as how I had to train you up. Starting tomorrow, you don't have to be here until eleven in the morning. I hope that's more convenient.” 
 
    “I really don't mind long hours,” Susan replied. “I want to work.” 
 
    “Are you saving up for anything in particular?” he asked as he shuffled past her, heading to the ticket booth. “A car, perhaps? A trip somewhere?” 
 
    “Actually, I'm planning to -” 
 
    Stopping herself just in time, she realized that perhaps she shouldn't tell him about her plan to move away from Crowford. Somehow, telling him something like that would feel ungrateful, especially since she'd only just started at the cinema, so she decided that discretion would be a more appropriate response. 
 
    “I'm just saving for a little nest egg,” she told him. “I don't really know exactly what I'm going to use it for.” 
 
    “You seem like a smart girl,” he replied, “whose has her head very much screwed on. Dare I ask whether you're seeing a young man in your spare time?” 
 
    “No!” she blurted out, and once again she felt as if she'd begun to blush. “I mean... no, I don't have time for anything like that.” 
 
    She looked down at her shoes and tried not to fidget with her hands. 
 
    “Shall we say eleven tomorrow, then?” Harry continued. 
 
    Glancing back at him, she nodded. 
 
    “Off you go, then,” he told her. “I've got a few things to finish up here. And no, before you ask, I don't require your assistance, thank you very much. You've already done more than enough.” 
 
    “I'll see you tomorrow,” she replied, grabbing her bag and heading to the door. “And thank you again, Mr. Gough, for this wonderful opportunity. I know it's only been one day, but already I can't imagine working anywhere else.” 
 
    As she pulled the door open, she looked back over at Harry, only to find that he was making his way into the office. He seemed to be muttering something under his breath, but Susan reasoned that what he was saying was in no way directed at her. Nor was it any of her business. She felt a pang of sadness at the thought of the old man shuffling around in his beloved cinema, and then she stepped outside and pulled the door shut before starting to make her way home along the empty road. 
 
    Reaching the corner before Crowford Castle, she stopped and looked up at the lights in one of the nearby flats. Evidently some kind of party had erupted, and she figured that Angie was probably in the middle of all the excitement, dancing to the latest records and getting drunk and perhaps doing all sorts of awful things that Susan told herself she couldn't possibly imagine. A tiny part of Susan actually felt a little envious, but only a tiny part; the rest of her pitied the poor souls who felt the need to party the nights away, so she quickly turned and hurried off into the night, leaving the music and the happy shouting voices far behind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Or so she thought. 
 
    As she reached home, on a dark little street up near the old mill end of town, Susan slowed her pace. The lights were on in the living room, and to her dismay she realized that here too a party seemed to have broken out. Whereas the rest of the houses were shrouded in darkness, her parents' place was throbbing with music and she could already hear her mother's drunken laughter. 
 
    “Please no,” Susan whispered, stopping at the garden gate and checking her watch. “It's almost midnight.” 
 
    “I've got half a mind to call the police!” a voice shouted, and she turned to see Mrs. Tiverton standing at the door to one of the neighboring houses. “The only reason I haven't is that I know they won't bother showing up. This kind of noise is a disgrace, though. Your parents should know better.” 
 
    “I know, Mrs. Tiverton,” Susan replied. “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “It's the same every other night,” the neighbor continued. “They go down to that pub on the corner and then at chucking out time they bring a bunch of new best friends home to keep the party going. They don't care about anyone else. Most of the people round here have got to be up early for work. My Eddie's got to be out at the pit first thing. How's he supposed to function properly when he has to deal with this cacophony all night?” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Susan said again. “I'll ask them to turn it down.” 
 
    Even as she opened the gate and made her way along the path, and as Mrs. Tiverton headed back inside, Susan knew that she had absolutely no chance of persuading her parents to turn the music down. In fact, she wasn't even going to try, because she knew that her father would most likely respond by turning it up even higher. As she opened the front door and stepped into the wall of sound, she realized that the whole house actually seemed to be shuddering, and she told herself that her best bet might be to simply sneak to her room and hope that nobody noticed she was back. 
 
    “Hey, Susie!” a voice shouted from the top of the stairs, and she looked up just in time to see her father's friend Gordon stumbling down, holding a glass of wine. “We were wondering where you were hiding. Do you fancy joining the rest of us old fogeys for some fun?” 
 
    “I actually have to be up quite early,” she told him. “Thank you, though.” 
 
    “You can spare half an hour, can't you?” he continued, grabbing her arm as he reached her and trying to steer her into the living room, where her mother was shrieking with laughter once more. “We could use someone young to tell us which records we should be listening to.” 
 
    “Really, no,” Susan said, pulling free from his grip. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Where are you working these days, anyway?” he continued, leaning against the wall. “I heard you'd got a job up at that stuffy old golf club.” 
 
    “No, I only did that for one night,” she explained. “I work at the Empire now.” 
 
    “The cinema?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I'm surprised that place is still going,” he muttered, rolling his eyes. “The old duffer who runs the place should've been pensioned off years ago. Why don't you ask him to shake the place up and modernize it a bit?” 
 
    “I think it's lovely the way it is,” she told him. 
 
    “They ought to rip it down and build one of those new cinemas,” he told her. “Haven't you seen the one that just opened in Morford? Three screens, big comfy chairs, an actual popcorn counter... It's like visiting the future, Susie, really it is. Then you come back to Crowford and take a trip to that dump on the seafront, and it's like going back in time twenty years. Really, if you think about it, the Empire's a disgrace.” 
 
    “I don't agree,” she replied, although she took care to hold her tongue and not tell him what she really thought of his opinion. 
 
    “Well, you've always been a bit like that, haven't you?” he continued, slapping her on the back. “Now, last chance, why don't you come through and unwind? Your dad's got a bottle of gin that'll -” 
 
    “No,” she said firmly, turning and heading to the stairs, “I'm sorry, but I really need to get to sleep.” 
 
    Gordon called after her, but she didn't hear a word as she ran up to her room. As she reached her door, however, she found that it was open, and a moment later she realized that somebody was on her bed. She was about to turn the light on, but then she hesitated as she heard a kind of soft, passionate moaning. 
 
    “Oh Eric,” a woman's voice was saying, “come on, don't go too fast. That's right, Eric, be gentle with me. Treat me like you care.” 
 
    Staring into her room, Susan was horrified by the sight of a pair of legs spread wide on her bed. A moment later, spotting a bare bottom rising and falling in the gloom, she turned and stepped away, and she put a hand over her mouth to keep herself from crying out. As the legs of her bed bumped against the wall, and the springs of the mattress creaked, Susan could only stand out on the landing and try to keep from completely losing her temper. 
 
    “I hate you,” she whispered finally, with tears in her eyes as she heard her mother once again cackling down in the living room, and her father shouting for more drinks. “I hate all of you. When I finally get out of Crowford, I won't ever look back. I'm going to leave all of you behind forever.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    One week later, Susan smiled as she took a sip from her drink. 
 
    “You know,” Angie said, sitting opposite her at a table by the cafe's window, “old Chalfont still asks about you. Are you sure you don't want to do some more shifts at the club?” 
 
    “Thanks,” Susan replied, checking her watch as she set her glass down, “but it's really not my thing.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. I suppose now you've got that job at the cinema, you're pretty pleased with yourself.” 
 
    Susan furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Relax, I'm just being silly,” Angie continued. “You can be so serious sometimes, Susie. Don't you ever feel like maybe, just maybe, you should... I don't know... let your hair down a little? There's more to life than working all day every day, and sleeping.” 
 
    “I have to be at work soon.” 
 
    Angie sighed. 
 
    “I enjoy working at the cinema,” Susan continued, although she felt it was a little unfair that she was having to defend herself. “Not everyone likes the same thing. I happen to like helping people, and dealing with people, and trying to keep the place running smoothly. And I like helping Mr. Gough, too.” 
 
    “I might see you there in a few days,” Angie told her. “Charlie's going to take me to the pictures again. We were supposed to go this week, but he's too busy with work. He's going to take on more responsibilities at his dad's store. In fact, one day, he's going to inherit the whole thing! Can you believe that? He's going to be rich!” 
 
    “That's great.” 
 
    “And of course he'll need a Mrs. Evans,” Angie continued, with a twinkle in her eye. “Obviously we're not at that stage yet, but I'm certainly hoping to play my cards right.” 
 
    “Are you sure that it's wise to...” 
 
    Susan thought for a moment about how to make her point without being insulting. 
 
    “Are you sure it's a good idea to give him everything upfront?” she continued finally, with as much tact as she could muster. “Some things are maybe best saved for later, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    “You mean sex before marriage?” Angie chuckled. “This is the sixties, Susie, I think we can be a bit more modern. Look at you! All I did was mention the word sex and you started blushing!” 
 
    “I did not!” 
 
    “You totally are,” Angie said, before sipping through her straw again. “You need to live a little, Susie, instead of acting like an old maid. You never know. If you put yourself out there a little more, you might catch your very own Charlie Evans!” 
 
    “Who says I want one?” 
 
    “Please,” Angie replied, rolling her eyes, “everyone wants a good man. Charlie takes care of me, and that's the best feeling in the whole wide world. I just worry that you're going to get to the end of your life one day and realize that you never actually had any fun.” 
 
    “I have plenty of fun,” Susan said calmly, trying to hide her sense of irritation. “Honestly, Angie, I'm fine. You really don't have to worry about me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Susan smiled as she held the ticket out for the man at the booth. 
 
    “And there you go,” she said with the polite, friendly tone she'd managed to develop since starting her new job. “I hope you enjoy the film.” 
 
    As the man headed through to the auditorium, Susan took a deep breath and realized that for the first time she didn't feel nervous. Having worked every day of the week since starting at the cinema, she'd learned very quickly, and she was starting to think that perhaps – at last – she was getting the hang of things. For the first time in her life, she felt that she was genuinely good at a job. 
 
    Hearing a loud roaring noise approaching, she looked toward the open door, just as several guys on bikes raced past along the seafront. The sound continued, and sure enough a couple more bikes zoomed past in pursuit. 
 
    “Idiots,” she muttered, and then she forced the smile back onto her face as a girl stepped into the foyer. 
 
    A moment later, the girl was followed by a man, and Susan felt a shudder run through her bones as she realized that it was Angie's supposed squeeze Charlie Evans. She watched as Charlie grabbed the girl and gave her a kiss, and she instantly realized that he was playing the field. 
 
    “Two for whatever's on,” Charlie said as he approached the booth, and then he hesitated as he looked at Susan. “Have we met somewhere before?” he asked. “You seem familiar.” 
 
    “Two for the film,” she replied, as she took a couple of tickets from the tin. 
 
    “Did you used to work at the golf club?” he continued. “I'm really good with faces, and I know I've seen yours before. I'm just struggling to figure out exactly where.” 
 
    He tilted his head slightly, staring at her with unusual intensity, and then slowly he began to look down toward her chest. 
 
    “You must have worked at the golf club,” he said, sounding genuinely mystified. “It's the only explanation.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said through gritted teeth, somehow managing to resist the urge to ask him whether he was still supposed to be seeing Angie. 
 
    “Do you like parties?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He hesitated, clearly a little taken aback by her response. 
 
    “Keep the change,” he said finally, sliding some cash over to her and taking the tickets, then putting his arm around the girl as they made their way toward the auditorium. 
 
    “Thanks,” Susan said stiffly. 
 
    Charlie glanced back at her, but he and the girl quickly disappeared along the corridor, leaving Susan seething in the booth. She thought back to her meeting with Angie just a few hours earlier; Angie had seemed so excited about her burgeoning relationship with Charlie, and Susan – despite her misgivings – had genuinely hoped that her friend might be in for some good luck. Now it was clear that Charlie was seeing other girls around town, and Susan knew that Angie would be devastated. She felt that she should try to break the news to her gently, but she wasn't quite sure how to begin. 
 
    Suddenly hearing a bumping sound coming from nearby, she turned and looked along the corridor that led through to the rear of the cinema, to the storage rooms and a few other areas. She knew that customers weren't supposed to go back there, and she also knew that Harry was up in the projection room, but a moment later she heard the bump again and she realized that somebody was definitely there. 
 
    She glanced around for a moment, and then – figuring that nobody else would turn up for a ticket – she set the BACK SOON note on the counter and stepped out from the booth. 
 
    “Hello?” she called out as she reached the corridor. 
 
    Looking toward the far end, she saw several doors, but there was still no sign of anyone. 
 
    “Hello?” she said again. “I'm sorry, but this is a private area, I'm afraid members of the public aren't allowed down there.” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    The only sound was a faint rumble from the auditorium, where the film was already playing. 
 
    Figuring that she might have made a mistake, she turned to go back to the booth, only to look round again when the bumping sound briefly returned. This time she was certain that somebody was in one of the rooms near the back, so she glanced around one more time and then she began to head to the doors so she could investigate. She found it hard to believe that someone could have become lost while trying to find the auditorium, but at the same time that seemed to be by far the most obvious explanation. 
 
    Reaching the storage area where she'd first helped Harry with the pallets, she looked down and half expected to see somebody, but the place was empty. She felt more and more certain that she was close to the source of the noise, and that no-one could possibly have slipped past her, but she couldn't quite figure out where any miscreants might be hiding. 
 
    “Hello?” she said one more time, just to be safe. “If anyone's in here, you need to leave, okay? You're trespassing in a private part of the building and you need to...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she realized she was talking to thin air. Whatever had caused the strange noise, she was probably never going to resolve the mystery, so she turned to go back through to the foyer. 
 
    And then she screamed as she bumped straight into someone who'd been standing behind her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “I didn't do it on purpose!” Sam Gough said as he followed Susan back along the corridor. “Do you really think I've got nothing better to do than skulk about in my uncle's cinema, waiting to freak out random girls?” 
 
    “You could have given me a heart attack,” she replied, trying her best to keep from seeming too flustered. 
 
    “Again, not something I was aiming for.” 
 
    Stopping as she reached the foyer, she turned to him. 
 
    “Uncle Harry asked me to stop by and help him fix something in the projector room,” he explained, “and that's what I'm doing. Some general dogsbody work that he could do perfectly well all on his lonesome. I suppose I should think of it as a compliment, really. I quit last last night, but it's pretty obvious that he can't do without me.” 
 
    “He didn't tell me anyone was coming.” 
 
    “And exactly who are you, anyway?” he asked. 
 
    “My name is Susan,” she told him, “and Mr. Gough hired me to work on the ticket desk and carry out other duties around the cinema. As you can see, I'm also doing some work here in the office, trying to get his files in order. Believe me, that's a somewhat gargantuan task.” 
 
    “Huh,” Sam said, putting his hands on his hips for a moment. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, it's just that you're the first person I've ever heard refer to him as Mr. Gough. He's Harry to everyone in town.” 
 
    “I like to be professional.” 
 
    “Right. Sure you do.” He sighed, before holding up a metal ring he'd been carrying. “I came to find this in one of the old storage rooms. I honestly didn't give any thought to who else might be around, I just wanted to get in, fix the trolley upstairs, and get out again.” 
 
    “Well, don't let me stop you,” she replied. “It's just that he never mentioned you, that's all.” 
 
    “Not even once?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    He hesitated, and then he looked her up and down for a moment. 
 
    “Don't take this the wrong way,” he continued, “but I'm a little surprised that my uncle hired a girl. He's certainly never done that before, it's always been men in the past. How exactly did he find you?” 
 
    “That's really of no concern,” she said a little defensively. “Listen, everything's fine, I was just startled, that's all. I didn't expect to find anyone creeping about.” 
 
    “Again, not creeping,” he replied, holding his hands up. “Just doing a job.” 
 
    “Well, don't let me stop you,” she said as he made his way over to the stairs. “I thought your uncle said he fired you, but I suppose I might have been wrong.” 
 
    “Didn't you just say that he never mentioned me?” 
 
    “Have a nice time up there,” she said, ruing her little slip. “I hope it doesn't take you too long.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So we got off on the wrong foot.” 
 
    Looking up from the folders she was in the middle of reorganizing, Susan saw that Sam was standing in the doorway, watching her. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he continued, stepping into the office and approaching the desk, then holding a hand out toward her. “Samuel Gough. People call me Sam. I'm really not so annoying once you get to know me. I hope not, anyway.” 
 
    “I never said that I find you annoying,” she replied, shaking his hand. 
 
    “I could see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “You could not see -” 
 
    Stopping herself just in time, she realized that something about Sam seemed to get under her skin with effortless precision. She took a deep breath, and then she looked back down at the papers. 
 
    “Did you get everything done?” she asked casually. 
 
    “In the projection room? Sure. Uncle Harry's up there now, I think he's never happier than when he's fiddling about with those machines. Has he threatened to teach you how they work yet?” 
 
    “I don't think so, no.” 
 
    “He will. He's a good teacher, though, and it's a useful skill to have. I might even try to find a job in that line of work after I leave Crowford.” 
 
    “When are you leaving?” 
 
    “As soon as I can.” 
 
    She glanced up at him. 
 
    “Crowford's a little small,” he pointed out, not unreasonably. “There's a whole world out there, just waiting to be explored, and I for one want to see every corner. America. Africa. Asia. Australia. Hell, even Antarctica.” He furrowed his brow. “Hey, why do so many continents start with the letter A?” 
 
    “It sounds like you have a plan.” 
 
    “I do,” he replied. “I'm just waiting to get my ducks in a row. What about you? Got any plans to blow this joint?” 
 
    “I really haven't thought about it very much,” she replied, and she immediately began to wonder why she'd lied. “I certainly don't intend to spend my whole life here.” 
 
    “I like that spirit,” he told her, before watching for a moment as she got back to work. “Well, I suppose I'm done here, so I might as well head off. I'm very busy, you know, I really don't have time to just stand around talking to random people.” 
 
    “Good afternoon,” she said, making sure to not even glance at him again. 
 
    She continued to look at the papers for a few seconds, but she couldn't help noting that Sam seemed to still be in the doorway. Finally she looked up at him, and she tried to hide her sense of profound irritation. 
 
    “Has he told you about the weirdness in this place?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I'm sure old Harry's filled you in on the details of your job,” he continued, “but I doubt he's told you what you really need to know. Has he told you how to keep yourself safe here?” 
 
    “I don't think I need any help in that department.” 
 
    “Sounds like he hasn't, then.” 
 
    “I really don't know what you're talking about,” she replied, struggling to tolerate his vague statements. “If you don't mind, I'm afraid that I have a lot of work to get done before the current screening finishes.” 
 
    “Sure, but you know not to look her in the eye, don't you?” 
 
    Susan opened her mouth to tell him that she really wasn't interested, but at the last moment she held back. 
 
    “Everyone who works here notices her eventually,” Sam continued. “A chill here. Some footsteps there. A sense that you're not alone, even though you can't see anyone. Sometimes it's really nothing more than a shiver that runs up your spine, something you can't explain but something you also can't entirely ignore. That's all fine, it's just some mildly weird stuff. She can't actually hurt you unless you see her.” 
 
    “I'm not in the mood for childish stories,” she told him. 
 
    “There's nothing childish about the ghost of the Empire,” he replied. “About Winifred Thorpe.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I'm serious,” he added. “Listen, most people don't see her, and you should hope that you're in that category, because seeing her is a whole other ballgame. If it's just out the corner of your eye, that's one thing, but you really, absolutely, without a shadow of a doubt have to make sure that under no circumstances do you ever look her in the eye. Because the few people who've done that all ended up -” 
 
    “Did I accidentally make you think that I'm interested in any of this?” she asked, interrupting him. “If so, then I must apologize. The truth is, I just want to do my job each day and go home, and I don't have time for foolish tales about strange women. I live very much in the real world, thank you, and I have absolutely no interest in anything else.” 
 
    “Okay, but -” 
 
    “I don't want to hear it!” 
 
    “Sure, I just -” 
 
    “And that's final!” 
 
    She waited, but this time he seemed to have got the message. To her relief, he took a step back from the doorway and held his hands up again. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “You know what? It's no skin off my nose. I wish you nothing but the best of luck while you're here. I probably won't see you again, I'm going to be skipping town pretty soon to see the world, so I guess this is goodbye.” He paused, before giving her a quick wave. “Goodbye.” 
 
    “Goodbye,” she replied, forcing a smile before looking back down at her papers, and this time she was relieved to hear Sam walking away. 
 
    As she worked, she found herself wondering why Sam had made her feel quite so on edge. Something about him had seemed to push all her buttons, but she quickly remembered that he'd said he was leaving. In that case, she hopefully would never have to deal with him again. 
 
    Or his dumb stories about the cinema. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you mustn't mind Sam,” Harry said later, as he sat in the corner of the projection room and watched steam rising from the top of his cup of tea. “He's a good boy, he's just a little lost. He hasn't found his role in life yet.” 
 
    “He told me he's leaving soon,” she replied, looking over at the huge, complicated projection equipment and wondering whether she might one day learn how it worked. 
 
    “Sam's being saying he's going to leave Crowford ever since he learned to talk,” Harry muttered. “He's twenty-five years old now, and he's had plenty of chances to get out of here. He quits his job here every other week. Yet here he is, still bumming around, still telling everyone who'll listen how one day he's off.” 
 
    “He's probably just waiting until he's ready,” she suggested. 
 
    “And he'll still be waiting when he's my age,” Harry suggested with a faint chuckle. “I know that boy, and I promise you that he's full of dreams but he lacks one crucial thing. He lacks application, and the ability to actually get anything done. If he was going to leave, he'd have done so by now.” 
 
    “He might be saving up money.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm sure that's one of his excuses,” Harry said with a heavy sigh, “and I might be another. He probably thinks that he needs to stick around to help me run this place. And there are probably plenty of other little things that are holding him back, but the end result will always be the same. Mark my words, when he's my age, he'll still be in Crowford and he'll still be saying the same things.” He paused for a moment. “It gives me no satisfaction to say that, by the way. He's a good boy, he should get out there, but something's holding him back from actually -” 
 
    Before he could finish, they both heard footsteps out in the corridor. Susan immediately checked her watch and, seeing that the doors weren't due to open for another hour, she turned to go out and take a look. 
 
    “Don't!” Harry said firmly. 
 
    She looked back at him. 
 
    “I think there's someone else here,” she told him. “I'm just going to -” 
 
    “Don't!” he said again, clearly troubled by something. “That's an order!” 
 
    Startled by his insistence, she listened as the footsteps made their way closer. Turning, she expected to see someone walk past the open door, but instead the footsteps seemed to continue without anybody actually appearing. After a few more seconds, the footsteps headed off into the distance, and Susan tried to figure out exactly what had just happened. 
 
    She turned to Harry. 
 
    “That'll be the pipes,” he told her. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “The Empire is a very old building.” 
 
    “I don't think that was -” 
 
    “You should hear them banging sometimes,” he continued, interrupting her. “Sometimes I worry that they're going to interrupt a screening and people'll start complaining. I really ought to get someone in to take a look at the place. Remind me when we're in the office, and I'll make a few phone calls.” 
 
    “That wasn't a pipe,” Susan said cautiously. “Someone's out there.” 
 
    “I can understand how you might think that.” 
 
    “I'm just going to make sure,” she replied, turning and stepping out into the corridor. “You can't have someone just wandering around and -” 
 
    “No!” Harry shouted, getting to his feet and rushing toward her, quickly grabbing her by the arm and forcing her to stay put. 
 
    Leaning out into the corridor, he looked both ways, but the fear in his eyes was impossible to miss. 
 
    “Mr. Gough,” Susan said after a moment, trying to understand why he'd reacted in such a strange manner, “is something wrong? Is there something you need to tell me?” 
 
    “Tell you?” 
 
    He turned to her, and for a few seconds he seemed somewhat confused. 
 
    “Mr. Gough,” she continued, hoping that she might finally be getting through to him, “are you sure you're alright?” 
 
    “I'm absolutely fine,” he told her. “Please, we have a lot of work to do before the evening showings. Have you cleaned the bathrooms yet?” 
 
    “No, I was -” 
 
    “Then I'd like you to do that, please,” he added, clearly trying to cut off the opportunity for any further conversation. “It's no good, us standing around like this and yammering the whole time. We have work to do!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kneeling in front of one of the toilets in the men's bathroom, Susan focused on pushing the brush deep down. Like everything else at the Empire, the bathrooms showed subtle signs of not having been kept quite up to scratch, and she was trying to get rid of some of the limescale deposits that had built up over time. So far, she was finding the task quite challenging. 
 
    After a few minutes, she got to her feet and headed over to the sinks. Her arms were aching from the effort, but she was determined to get the job done properly. She just needed a little break first, but as she looked into the mirror she was surprised to see that there were slight dark patches under her eyes. 
 
    Leaning closer, she examined the patches more carefully. They weren't too bad, but they were certainly new, and she was somewhat shocked to think that at the tender age of twenty-one she might already be showing signs of getting old. Her mother had thick, heavy dark bags that hung under both eyes, and Susan had always hoped that she'd manage to avoid the same thing. These dark patches seemed different somehow, yet they were clear proof that something – stress, she reasoned – was causing a change. 
 
    “Great,” she muttered under her breath, “that's just what I -” 
 
    Before she could finish, she heard footsteps out in the corridor. She looked at the reflection of the open door, and she waited as the footsteps made their way closer. Although she tried to tell herself that Harry was probably on his way to check how she was doing, she couldn't help but notice that these footsteps seemed to be moving quite fast. She was also aware of a flicker of fear in her chest, but she continued to watch the door in the mirror, determined to prove to herself that there was no reason to be afraid. 
 
    Suddenly a woman, wearing a black dress, walked straight past the door and then carried on out of sight. 
 
    “What the -” 
 
    Susan raced over to the door and looked out into the corridor, and to her surprise she could see the woman walking toward the far end. She hesitated for a moment, worried that somehow someone had broken into the cinema, and then she watched as the woman simply stepped through the far wall and vanished. 
 
    For a moment, feeling somewhat faint, Susan stayed completely frozen in the doorway. Her mind was blank, although somewhere in the deepest recesses she was frantically trying to come up with an explanation for what she'd just seen. 
 
    Finally, after glancing both ways along the corridor, she made her way cautiously toward the spot where she'd last seen the woman and she reached out to double-check that the wall was, in fact, completely solid. As her hand pressed against the plaster, she found that there was certainly no way to simply walk through, but she noticed that the wall was very cold to the touch. She pushed a little harder, just in case some secret door might give way, and then she stepped back as she realized that she knew exactly what was on the wall's other side. 
 
    The auditorium. 
 
    She briefly considered running to find Harry, but then she began to wonder exactly what she was supposed to say to him. She knew that if she started going on about a woman walking through the cinema's walls, she'd most likely be written off as a complete lunatic; she also felt that Harry was unlikely to entertain any wild theories about ghosts or spirits in the building. Susan herself had never really believed in such things, although at that moment she was struggling to come up with another explanation for what had just happened. 
 
    Reaching out, she touched the wall again; it was no less solid than before, but at least it had lost that strange chill. 
 
    “Ghosts don't exist,” she whispered to herself, in an attempt to keep her mind from straying. “They just don't, so the woman was...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she tried to come up with an answer. After a few seconds, however, she knew that she only really had one option. As she stared at the blank wall, she realized that she was going to have to go to the auditorium and see whether there was any further sign of the mysterious woman. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The double doors creaked in the darkness as Susan pushed them open and looked through into the auditorium. With the lights off and the screen dark, the huge room was like a void, with only the backs of a few seats visible. Listening for a moment, Susan heard no sign of movement, but she knew she'd have to investigate a little more fully. 
 
    She flicked the switches on the wall, but to her surprise the main lights failed to come on. She tried a couple more times, and she felt a flicker of frustration as she realized that for some reason the lighting system was down. She knew that Harry sometimes tinkered with the lights between shows, and she figured that he was probably off in one of the many backrooms of the cinema, working on one system or another. Still, that didn't help her as she tried the switch a few more times, and then – looking into the darkness – she realized that she really needed to be absolutely certain that there was nobody around. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, and she was immediately shocked by how timid her voice sounded in the large space. “Is anyone...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she realized that simply calling out wasn't going to be enough. She paused, and then she took the flashlight from her belt and switched it on, before casting the beam of light across the auditorium. 
 
    To her relief, she saw only the backs of seats, although the flashlight was too weak to illuminate the far side of the room. She briefly considered heading back out, but deep down she knew that she had to check properly, if only for her own peace of mind. She stepped forward and let the double doors creak shut, and then she backed against the wall as she slowly turned and aimed the beam of light all around. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    She saw row after row of empty seats, and she took particular care to look toward the spot where – on her first night at the cinema – she'd spotted a woman who'd seemed not to have bought a ticket. She still hadn't quite figured out where that woman had come from or where she'd gone, although she'd told herself that there had to be a simple enough explanation. Now, for the second time, she found herself chasing a shadow, someone who shouldn't be in the cinema. 
 
    Finally, deciding that she'd been too meek so far, she took a deep breath and prepared to sound more authoritative. 
 
    “My name is Susan Jones,” she said firmly, taking care to raise her voice, “and I'm an employee here at the Crowford Empire, and I must demand that you vacate the premises at once.” 
 
    She waited, certain that any miscreant would feel compelled to obey, but as the seconds ticked past she heard nothing but silence. 
 
    Turning, she aimed the flashlight toward the back row, although the beam didn't quite reach that far. 
 
    “Is anybody up there?” she continued. “This is your last chance before... before I call the police. Do you hear me? This silliness and nonsense has gone on for quite long enough. Now, I'm willing to give you one final opportunity to do the right thing and leave, or you'll really leave me no other option.” 
 
    Again she waited. This time she was starting to fume at the thought of some intruder lurking in the shadows, perhaps ducked down behind a seat in the back row, perhaps giggling silently. 
 
    “Right,” she muttered, turning and hurrying up the steps that led onto the stage directly beneath the screen. She looked out across the auditorium and saw rows of empty seats, and she felt utterly furious at the idea that she was perhaps being made to look like a fool. 
 
    She aimed the flashlight as far as she could, and at that moment she decided that the intruder had left her with no other choice. 
 
    “Fine,” she said loudly, “if that's how you want to play things, then I hope you enjoy explaining yourself to the police officer who'll be on his way any minute.” 
 
    Turning, she made her way back to the steps, but at that moment she realized she could sense something cold against the nape of her neck. She turned, and to her horror she realized she could see a woman standing right behind her, bathed in darkness. Letting out a faint gasp, Susan raised the flashlight so she could see the woman's face, but a fraction of a second later her right foot slipped over the edge of the stage and she fell. She began to scream, only to bang her head against one of the seats in the front row as she landed. 
 
    The impact knocked her out cold, and the flashlight rolled away under the seats. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Susan? Susan, say something. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Opening her eyes, Susan was startled to see Harry Gough leaning over her. She blinked a couple of times, feeling particularly groggy and not quite remembering what had happened, and then she slowly began to sit up. 
 
    “Take it easy,” Harry said. “What were you doing in here? Did you fall?” 
 
    Looking back up at the stage, Susan began to remember the moment when she'd see the woman. She'd raised the flashlight, and the beam of light had begun to catch the woman's face, only for Susan to fall at the last moment. She tried to remember whether she'd actually seen the woman's face or not, but parts of her memory were still a little faint and when she reached up and touched the side of her head she winced as she felt a nasty bump. 
 
    “You're lucky if you don't have a concussion,” Harry told her. 
 
    “The lights,” she whispered, realizing that the lights in the auditorium were on now. “They weren't working before.” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “Did you fix them?” 
 
    “It was completely dark in here when I arrived,” he explained. “I was looking for you, I couldn't find you anywhere. It was only by chance that I put the lights on and came down to the front to check, otherwise I might have missed you entirely. Susan, whatever were you doing in here?” 
 
    She turned and looked toward the far end of the room, but there was still no sign of anyone on any of the seats. Turning and looking up at the stage again, she once more thought back to the sight of the woman. Still, however, she couldn't be certain that she'd seen her face. 
 
    “Were you alone?” Harry asked. 
 
    She turned to him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You didn't see anyone, did you?” he continued, with a hint of fear in his voice. 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “That's what I'm asking you, my dear. It's a very simple question.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to mention the woman, but then she realized that she'd also have to admit that she saw her walking straight through one of the walls. Deep down, she felt as if there was absolutely no way she could start talking about such things without seeming to have lost her mind. The figure on the stage had seemed so very real, but she knew that she'd been under a lot of pressure and she began to wonder whether she might simply have imagined the whole thing. The last thing she wanted in all the world was to make a fuss. 
 
    “I was just looking for something,” she said cautiously. 
 
    “And did you find it?” 
 
    “I, uh...” 
 
    She tried to think of an answer, and then she spotted her flashlight under one of the rows of seats. Reaching down, she grabbed hold of it and switched it off. 
 
    “I lost this,” she lied, before looking around again in case there might be any sign of the strange woman. “That's all.” 
 
    “And you went looking for it on the stage?” 
 
    “I'm sorry, Mr. Gough,” she replied, “it won't happen again, I promise.” 
 
    “I'm more worried about your head,” he said, peering at the bruise on the side of her forehead. “I can't help wondering whether you ought to get that looked at.” 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “Quarter past four.” 
 
    “Then there's definitely no time for any of that,” she replied, getting to her feet. She felt a little woozy, but she told herself that she'd soon be fine. “I'm really sorry if I gave you a scare, Mr. Gough, but I'm perfectly alright.” 
 
    “I think perhaps you should take the rest of the evening off.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. I won't leave you in the lurch.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Fine,” he muttered, “but you've not taken one day off since you started here over a week ago, and I'm afraid that you're running yourself into the ground. You're going to have tomorrow to yourself, my dear, and I won't hear any arguments. That is an order!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Susan stood at the counter in Crowford Library and waited for her books to be stamped. 
 
    “Reading up on the newspaper business, are you?” Mrs. Lamb asked, as she pressed the stamp against an ink pad. “Do you want to be a journalist, Susie?” 
 
    “It's just something I'm thinking about,” Susan replied, not really wanting to get into a long discussion. “I haven't made up my mind yet.” 
 
    “You could always see if they'll take you on as a trainee at the Crowford Gazette. They might be on the lookout for a Saturday girl, and then you could try to work your way up to becoming a reporter.” 
 
    “Actually, I was thinking of -” 
 
    Stopping herself just in time, Susan realized that she might sound a little full of herself if she claimed to be thinking about the newspapers in London. She knew that there was nothing wrong with working on the local paper, but at the same time she yearned to go somewhere a little less provincial. The bright lights of London beckoned, promising more excitement and potential than could ever be found in a little town like Crowford. 
 
    “It's just something I've been considering,” she said finally. “Among other options.” 
 
    As Mrs. Lamb stamped the books, Susan glanced across the library, and after a moment her gaze fell upon the door to the records room. In an instant, she thought back to the sight of the strange woman who'd seemed to walk through a wall in the cinema, and to the fact that the building had a long history. Although she certainly didn't believe in ghosts, she couldn't help but wonder whether there might once have been a door in that spot. 
 
    “Mrs. Lamb,” she said cautiously, “do you have copies of old editions of the Gazette in there?” 
 
    “We certainly do.” 
 
    “How far back?” 
 
    “I'm not really sure, but at least the last fifty years. I think we have an unbroken run going back to something like the turn of the century, and then there are more and more gaps. The paper started in something like the early 1700's. We have an index, though, that's very useful if you're searching for something specific.” 
 
    “Am I allowed to just go in there and start looking?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mrs. Lamb replied, “but why? What are you interested in finding out?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Fire ripped through Crowford's music hall last night,” Susan whispered, reading from the page as she sat in the records room and examined an edition of the paper from 1936, “just weeks after the building was purchased by local businessman Mr. Eric Grace.” 
 
    She looked at a grainy photo that appeared to show a burning building. 
 
    “The cause of the fire has not yet been determined,” she continued, “but police officers are said to have ruled out arson, despite claims from some local residents that they spotted several figures entering the building on the night of the blaze.” 
 
    Setting the paper down, she checked another, and she was shocked by the headline. 
 
    “Body found in music hall ruins,” she said out loud, before starting to read the story. “The body of a local woman was unexpectedly discovered in the ruins of Crowford's old music hall. Although a formal identification is yet to be made, police believe that the discovery is likely linked to...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off for a moment as she read the next line. 
 
    “The discovery is likely linked to the disappearance last week of local woman Winifred Thorpe. Ms. Thorpe, a spinster who ran a grocer's shop in town, has not been seen since the night of the fire, and police were already conducting an investigation into her whereabouts. A popular woman in the local community, Ms. Thorpe was known to attend regular evenings at the music hall, although the building was closed on the night of the fire. Investigations are ongoing, and anyone with knowledge of her movements in the lead-up to the fire is asked to contact the local police station.” 
 
    A little further down, another grainy photo showed a woman with dark hair, wearing a dark dress, standing outside a shop. Beneath that, a caption identified her as Winifred Thorpe, and Susan couldn't help but notice that she seemed a little similar – at least in outline – to the woman she'd seen a couple of times in the cinema. 
 
    Not that she could be the same person, of course. After all, Winifred Thorpe had apparently died almost thirty years earlier. 
 
    “Mr. Grace,” she read, “says that he's pushing on with his plans to turn the building into a state of the art cinema. Plans for the redevelopment had been posted publicly just a few days before the fire, but were set to proceed slowly after several local residents expressed their opposition to the idea of the historical music hall building being subjected to so many changes. With the fire having left the music hall in a state of substantial disrepair, Mr. Grace is expected to act quickly to get the changes approved.” 
 
    Susan began to look through some more editions of the paper, and she quickly found another report relating to the cinema. 
 
    “Crowford has a cinema of its own at last,” she read, “as the Crowford Empire opened its doors last night with great fanfare. Mr. George Formby visited to see the cinema for himself. Mr Eric Grace, proprietor, pronounced the opening to be the start of a new chapter for the town. While residents of Crowford have for many years had to travel to neighboring towns such as Malmeston if they wanted to see the latest release, now Crowford can offer fans of Hollywood a chance to see the finest new releases at a fair and reasonable price. Mr. Grace also promised that his renovation of the neighboring Crowford Grand Hotel would commence shortly” 
 
    That, Susan knew, had failed to happen. For one thing, the site of the hotel was now occupied by flats. 
 
    “Mr. Grace also took the opportunity to once again refute suggestions that there had been anything suspicious about the fire that destroyed the music hall that previously occupied the cinema's position,” she read. “He pointed to a police report that confirmed that there were no suspicious circumstances, and he also offered his condolences once again to the family of Winifred Thorpe, the local woman whose body was discovered in the ruins. He said that it would be wrong of him to speculate on her reasons for being in the building at the time of the fire, but that he suspected the blaze had been caused by some poorly maintained wires. The building's previous owner, Mr. Jonathan Archer, declined to comment when approached by this newspaper.” 
 
    Leaning back in her chair, Susan tried to make sense of everything she'd discovered. After a moment, she saw that this edition of the paper carried the same black and white photo of Winifred Thorpe. 
 
    Peering more closely, she tried to make out the woman's features. Although she really wasn't able to tell very much about Winifred Thorpe's appearance at all, she couldn't help but try, even as she felt a faint throbbing pain in the back of her head. Somehow the dots on the newspaper image were starting to rearrange themselves, almost as if – impossibly – the photo was starting to reveal a better look at Winifred Thorpe's true face. 
 
    Mesmerized, Susan stared and stared, ignoring the pain even as it throbbed with greater intensity. 
 
    Suddenly the woman's face became completely clear and she snarled as she looked out at Susan. Startled, Susan felt the pain burst through her head and she pulled back with such force that the chair toppled over and she slammed down hard onto the floor. 
 
    The newspaper, meanwhile, fell harmlessly at her feet. 
 
    For a few seconds, Susan was too shocked to know how to react. Staring at the paper, she told herself that the woman's face couldn't possibly have moved; after a moment, she reached up and touched the side of her head as the painful throbbing sensation continued. 
 
    Hearing a clicking sound, she turned just as the door opened. 
 
    “Susan?” Mrs. Lamb said cautiously. “I heard a commotion. What are you doing down there on the floor?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Susan stammered, grabbing the newspaper and putting it back on the desk, before getting to her feet. “I'm sorry, Mrs. Lamb.” 
 
    “There's nothing to be sorry about, but are you -” 
 
    “I have to go!” 
 
    Hurrying across the room, she slipped past Mrs. Lamb and made her way toward the exit. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she called back, “I don't feel well, I have to get out of here.” 
 
    “What about your books?” Mrs. Lamb asked, spotting the books that Susan had checked out earlier. “Susan? Don't you want your books?” 
 
    She waited, but Susan had already rushed outside. 
 
    “Well,” Mrs. Lamb muttered, turning and looking at the newspapers that had been left on the desk. “Whatever are young people coming to these days?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “Susan, are you going to be in there much longer? I'm bursting for a wee!” 
 
    “I'll be out in a couple of minutes,” Susan replied as she stood at the sink, peering closely at the dark shadows under her eyes. Leaning toward the mirror, she tilted her head a little so that the light was better, but the shadows remained. If anything, they were worse than ever. 
 
    “Mind that you are,” her mother said angrily, stomping away across the landing. “I've never known anything so ridiculous in all my life.” 
 
    Trying her best to ignore her mother's words, Susan bit her bottom lip as she tried to smooth out the patches under her eyes with a fingertip. Nothing seemed to be working, however, and she wasn't really sure how to use the kind of makeup that might conceal such obvious blemishes. She certainly didn't want to ask her mother for advice, but she was starting to think that she might have to pluck up the courage to go to Angie. After all, Angie was an expert when it came to make-up. 
 
    “They mustn't be allowed to get away with it.” 
 
    Startled, she pulled back from the mirror as she heard those whispered words. She turned and looked around the bathroom, but she already knew that she was alone. Still, the voice had been very clear and had seemed to come from somewhere nearby, and for a moment Susan felt as if she must be losing her mind. 
 
    She listened, but all she heard was silence, and finally – as she turned back to the mirror – she tried to tell herself that there was no cause for concern. 
 
    “I must be exhausted,” she muttered under her breath. “That's all it is. I'm starting to hear things.” 
 
    She leaned toward the mirror again. 
 
    “They have to pay.” 
 
    “What?” Susan gasped, turning and once again looking for any sign that somebody was nearby. This time the voice had seemed even stronger, to the extent that it had almost seemed to be coming from somewhere inside her head. 
 
    She waited. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Who's there?” she asked cautiously, even though she felt foolish. Tense with fear, she looked first at the bath, then at the toilet, but still there was no sign of anyone. “What do you want?” 
 
    Again she waited, and this time she felt the pain slowly returning to one side of her head. Something seemed to be throbbing beneath her skull, although after just a few seconds the sensation began to ease. Still, Susan couldn't shake a sense of deep unease, until finally she turned back to the mirror and forced herself to cast all paranoia and fear from her mind. 
 
    For a moment, she felt calm again. 
 
    “Stop them!” Winifred Thorpe screamed, suddenly appearing in Susan's place in the mirror, her face twisted with fear and anger. “You can't let them do it again!” 
 
    Terrified, Susan stepped back and tripped, landing hard on the floor and almost smacking her head against the side of the toilet. Staring up at the mirror, she could see nothing reflected now except the bathroom ceiling, but at first she was too scared to move a muscle. The woman's face had seemed somehow to be superimposed upon her own in the reflection, as if Winifred Thorpe had been screaming from within Susan's own body, and at the same time her headache was becoming sharper and more persistent, drumming against the inside of her skull. 
 
    “Susan?” her mother shouted, banging on the door. “Listen up, girl, I need to get in for a wee or I'm going to have an accident! Your dad and I are due down the pub in five minutes, come on, be fair and let me in. Whatever you need to do, you can do it after we're gone!” 
 
    Susan hesitated, before forcing herself to slowly get to her feet. To her immense relief, she saw only her own reflection in the mirror, although she was shocked by the fear she saw in her eyes. Trembling slightly and still worried that at any moment the horrific face might return, she swallowed hard and tried to remind herself that there was no such things as ghosts, that she'd merely imagined the frightful vision. 
 
    “Susan!” Her mother slammed a fist against the door. “Get out of there! I'm gonna wet myself!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Dad, do you remember when the old music hall burned down?” 
 
    As he adjusted his tie in the hallway mirror, Bill Jones turned to his daughter with a puzzled expression. 
 
    “The music hall,” Susan continued. “You know, the one that's the cinema now. It burned down in -” 
 
    “1936,” he replied, “aye, I remember. I was sixteen.” 
 
    “Did you see it happen?” 
 
    “No, but it was all anyone could talk about for weeks after.” He turned back to the mirror and got to work once more on his tie, which was proving reluctant to hold together properly. “Everyone knew what'd happened, but of course the police didn't look into it too carefully.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Old man Grace wanted the place turned into a cinema,” he explained, “and anything old man Grace wanted around this place, he tended to get.” 
 
    “So you think the fire was started deliberately?” 
 
    “I know the fire was started deliberately,” he replied, before muttering something under his breath as he pulled the tie undone and started again. “It was an open secret, especially in the crowd I used to hang about with. Some lads from the welfare club were bunged some cash to go up there and set light to the place.” 
 
    “Why weren't they caught?” 
 
    “I told you, the police were... I don't quite know how to put it.” He paused. “They were motivated to overlook the evidence.” 
 
    “Someone bribed them?” 
 
    “You'd be surprised what goes on round these parts, love.” 
 
    “Let me do that,” she replied, stepping over to him and grabbing the tie, which he'd so far failed miserably to sort out properly. “Did something like that really happen here? In Crowford?” 
 
    “Eric Grace was a powerful man,” he told her. “Now, you might call that corruption, or you might call it getting the job done, but either way, he didn't take no for an answer.” 
 
    “But someone died in the fire, didn't they?” 
 
    “Aye, they did.” 
 
    “Was that an accident?” 
 
    “No-one knows what she was doing there that night. The music hall was supposed to be completely empty, but for some reason Winifred Thorpe was in there and she couldn't get out once the flames took hold. She was a nice woman, I used to get sent to her shop to pick up a few bits and pieces for your gran.” He looked down at his tie as Susan continued to work on the knot. “I happen to have known the lads who were started that fire. One of them never got over the fact that someone died. He drank himself to death inside of a year.” 
 
    “And then the cinema was built, wasn't it?” 
 
    “Didn't take them long. Part of the old music hall was still standing and they managed to use it, I think the building was about half new in the end. Shame, really, because that old music hall was a real gem. I never went in, I was too young, but it looked bloody great from the outside. Pardon my language.” 
 
    “There,” she said, stepping back so that he could turn to the mirror and check his tie. “Did the people who started the fire really never get caught? That seems so crazy, especially if everyone kind of knew who they were. Did this Eric Grace guy really have so much power in Crowford that he could get away with having someone killed?” 
 
    “It's a little more complicated than that,” Bill admitted. “Her death was an accident. And besides, Eric wasn't the only one involved in the cinema project, he was more the front-man for a consortium. There were a lot of very powerful people who also wanted the cinema to go ahead. From what I heard, they used to sit around at that golf club and hatch their plans.” 
 
    “Okay, I'm ready!” Susan's mother Millie announced happily as she bounded down the stairs. “Susie, are you sure you don't want to come with us to the pub tonight? You never know, you might bump into a nice young man who'll sweep you off your feet.” 
 
    “Thanks, but -” 
 
    “It'd do you some good!” 
 
    “I'd rather save the money.” 
 
    “What are you saving your money for, anyway?” her mother asked as she grabbed a coat from the rack. “It's not like you ever go anywhere!” 
 
    Unable to admit that she was planning to move away, Susan tried to think of another excuse. 
 
    “I'm tired, thanks,” she said finally. “Have fun, and please try not to bring anyone home for a party this time. You know how much the neighbors hate it.” 
 
    “We'll try,” Bill said, kissing her on the cheek as Millie flung the front door open and stepped outside. “Can't promise anything, though. You know what your mother's like once she's had a few drinks.” 
 
    “I sure do,” Susan said, stepping over to the doorway and watching as they headed out, then swinging the door shut and leaning back against the wall. 
 
    “They have to pay!” she remembered the voice shouting in her head earlier. “You can't let them do it again!” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she told herself to stay calm and keep her feet planted firmly on the ground. 
 
    “Mr. Gough was right,” she whispered, relieved that she had the house to herself for a few hours, and hoping desperately that there wouldn't be another party later. “I think I do need to relax a little more.” 
 
    Heading upstairs, she went straight into her room and pulled the pack of money out from her drawer. Even though she knew how much she'd saved, she still took a few minutes to count it all out carefully. She was starting to build up a substantial little bundle, and she felt a flicker of hope in her chest as she realized that she was getting closer and closer to her goal. One day she'd be ready to leave Crowford forever and go out into the world. And when that day came, she told herself, she'd never look back. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Several nights later, as she handed over a couple more tickets to two girls in the foyer, Susan once again felt content. She'd neither seen nor heard the mysterious woman again, and she'd managed to put the unsettling incident out of her mind. Sure, something strange had happened, but she'd been careful to reduce her stress levels and now she felt as if she had everything under control. 
 
    There was no ghost at the Crowford Empire. 
 
    “I'll be up in the booth,” Harry said, stepping out of the office and making his way to the stairs. “How are we doing this evening?” 
 
    “Pretty good,” she told him. “Ten people so far.” 
 
    “Ten?” He chuckled. “If we keep going at this rate, I might actually be able to fix the damaged tiles round the back.” 
 
    Smiling, Susan turned and looked out through the open door, and she saw the sea glittering in the evening sun. There was something strangely calming about the scene, and she had to admit that at times Crowford had a very peaceful atmosphere. Even now, as she watched the light dancing against the water, she felt her worries starting to drain away. She knew that she could be highly-strung at times, and she'd been making a conscious effort to get some of the stress out of her life. While she still had a long way to go on that front, she felt that she'd been making progress. 
 
    Taking a slow, deep breath, she tried to focus on the future. 
 
    Suddenly she heard laughter outside, and a moment later several figures spilled through into the foyer. Immediately tensing, Susan realized that the new arrivals were some of the local kids who usually spent their days hanging out on the seafront or causing trouble in the parks, and she visibly bristled as they began to make their way over to the booth. 
 
    “Tickets for tonight's presentation, my good lady,” one of them said, setting some money on the counter. “You're looking mighty fine today. Would you like to join us in the back row?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Susan said, taking the money and starting to sort out their change. 
 
    “Are you sure?” one of the other boys asked. “You never know, you might actually have a good time.” 
 
    “You sure look like you could use it,” another boy added. 
 
    Susan turned and glared at him. 
 
    “Only joking,” he added with a grin. “What's wrong? Did something crawl into your panties and die?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to tell him to mind his own business, but then she turned just as several more people hurried through. She immediately saw that Angie and Charlie were part of the group, and she began to worry that they might be planning to cause trouble. Already, she felt that she was starting to blush. 
 
    “I hope you're not annoying my very good friend Susie here,” Angie said, pushing her way to the front of the group and leaning against the booth. “Hey, sweet thing, we thought we'd come and liven this place up a little. I hope you've got something good on tonight.” 
 
    “It's -” 
 
    “Never mind,” she added, putting some more money on the counter. “To be honest, a few of us came into a little good fortune and we're out to celebrate. Crowford can be so dull and quiet sometimes, but not tonight, for tonight we party!” 
 
    The others roared their approval. 
 
    “You'll have to keep your voices down,” Susan told them. “There are other patrons already in the auditorium.” 
 
    “Don't get your knickers in a twist,” Angie told her with a giggle. 
 
    “Have you been drinking?” Susan asked. 
 
    “Never!” Angie said quickly. “What kind of girl do you take me for, my darling Susie? My friends and I are simply here to see a good film and support our local picture palace. Now, are you going to give us our tickets?” 
 
    Feeling increasingly flustered, Susan took a quick headcount and then began to work out the change. She could hear several of the guys whispering to one another, and she felt certain that she was the object of their mirth, but for the most part she was simply concerned that they might disrupt the screening. 
 
    “Don't worry,” Angie said, leaning closer, “we really are here just to see a film. We won't cause trouble, I promise.” 
 
    “Please don't,” Susan replied, before glancing over at Charlie. For a moment, she thought back to his appearance at the cinema with another girl, but she quickly decided that now was not the time to mention any of that to Angie. “Just try to keep them under control, okay? This is a family-friendly cinema and Mr. Gough really doesn't want any disruption.” 
 
    “We're very family-friendly people.” 
 
    “Do you even know all these people you're with?” Susan asked. 
 
    “I know most of them, and Charlie can vouch for the rest. Damn it, Susie, you're starting to sound like my mother, always going on about the people I spend time with. Sometimes I swear you're an old woman trapped in the body of a twenty-one-year-old.” 
 
    “I'm just thinking of my job.” 
 
    “You worry too much,” Angie said, before surprising her with a kiss on the forehead and then pulling back. “One day, Susie, you're going to realize that you need to live a little.” 
 
    “I live just fine,” Susan replied, but Angie and her gang were already bundling through to the auditorium. “Please don't cause trouble,” she continued, as she felt a sense of dread starting to tighten in her chest. “Please, Angie, I'm begging you...” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Booms rang out from the film as Susan sat at the ticket booth reading a book. She'd checked the auditorium a few minutes earlier and, to her relief, everyone had seemed to be behaving themselves. Now, as she took a bite from an apple, she found herself engrossed in the novel she'd picked up a few days earlier, and she was actually beginning to relax. 
 
    A moment later, however, she heard a door creaking open in the distance, and she turned just in time to see that a man was marching out of the auditorium. 
 
    “You there!” he called out, stopping and gesturing for her to follow. “You have to do something about the miscreants in the back row! They're ruining the film for everyone!” 
 
    Trying not to panic, she set the book down and got to her feet, before grabbing her flashlight. She fumbled slightly, and already she was imagining the worst possible scenes unfolding in the auditorium. She told herself that Harry would have been down to let her know if anything too bad had occurred, but that thought was of little consolation; she knew that if she was found to have let chaos break out, especially at the hands of a friend, she might well lose her job. 
 
    “What's wrong?” she asked as she hurried over to the man. “What's happening in there?” 
 
    “They're shouting at one another in the most uncouth manner,” he explained, “and when I politely asked them to keep their voices down, one of them threw an empty cigarette box at me.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” Susan replied, horrified by the thought that she was going to have to go through and tell them to behave themselves. 
 
    “I might encounter such behavior at a cinema in a big city,” the man continued, clearly warming to his theme, “but I expect better in a town like Crowford.” He paused. “Well? Are you going to go and throw them out or not?” 
 
    “I'll talk to them,” she replied, somewhat flustered, as she began to make her way along the corridor. Her mind was racing, but she knew she had to somehow take charge of the situation. 
 
    “I've never had anything thrown at me before,” the man grumbled as he followed her toward the double doors. “What's wrong with these brutes, anyway? Not content with terrorizing our streets, now they're determined to break into our cultural spaces and interfere with our attempts to enjoy art.” 
 
    “I'll talk to them,” she said again, before stopping at the doors and trying once again to come up with a plan. She reached for the handle, but her hand was trembling and she felt as if she might be about to faint. 
 
    “Well?” the man snapped angrily. “Are you going to do something about them or not?” 
 
    She took a deep breath and prepared to pull the doors open, but at that moment she heard a voice shouting in the auditorium. She told herself that she had to get in there and deal with the situation before it got out of hand, but a moment later the door swung open with such force that it almost hit her in the head. 
 
    “There you are,” a woman said, grabbing her by the arm. “You work here, don't you? Would you mind dealing with these fools who are ruining the film for the rest of us?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Susan said a couple of minutes later, once she'd made her way to the back row and found Angie, who fortunately was sitting in an aisle seat. 
 
    “Hey,” Angie replied, “I know what you're going to say, and I'm already on it.” 
 
    “We've had complaints,” Susan told her as she crouched down next to the seat. 
 
    “And I told you I'm on it,” Angie said matter-of-factly. “Look, I've already calmed them down.” 
 
    Peering past her friend, Susan saw that everyone else on the row was now watching the film, although after a moment one of the guys turned and waved at her. 
 
    “It's not our fault that some of the other customers are so stuck-up,” Angie added. “Sometimes I think the whole of Crowford is populated entirely by killjoys and morons. This film is supposed to be a comedy, right? So why does everyone else in here lack a sense of humor?” 
 
    “This is a cinema, not a playground,” Susan pointed out. 
 
    “This is a cinema, not a playground,” the guy next to Angie said, mimicking Susan's voice. 
 
    “Shut it!” Angie hissed, elbowing him in the ribs. 
 
    “Are you going to throw them out,” a man shouted from one of the other rows, “or do I have to call the police?” 
 
    “You're putting me in a really difficult spot,” Susan said firmly. 
 
    “No, that moron's putting you in a really difficult spot,” Angie replied, rolling her eyes. “Just chill, okay? I've got everything under control here, so you just go and calm those idiots down and we can all get back to watching the film. Honestly, no-one needs to be calling the police.” 
 
    “Why don't you sit down and mind your own business?” one of the guys yelled at the man near the front. 
 
    “How dare you speak to me like that?” the man replied. “You're lucky I don't come up there and wallop you!” 
 
    “Come and give it a try, mate,” the guy said, before putting his feet up on the back of the seat in front. “You know where to find me.” 
 
    “This is getting out of hand,” Susan said with a sigh, before looking up at the beam of light coming from the projection room. She felt certain that Harry must have heard the commotion already. “Angie,” she continued, “are you sure you and your friends don't want to leave? Aren't there lots of other things you'd rather be doing right now?” 
 
    “We're trying to watch a film,” Angie replied. 
 
    Before Susan could answer, she saw something flash past her. To her horror, she realized that several of the guys near Angie had started throwing things toward the customers near the front of the cinema. 
 
    “Stop that!” she snapped. 
 
    “Or what?” Angie asked. 
 
    “Or -” 
 
    Suddenly the screen fell dark, and when she looked up Susan realized that the film had stopped. 
 
    “Now you've really done it,” she said, unable to ignore the sense of panic that was starting to rise through her chest. “Mr. Gough's going to kill me!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What's going on down here?” Harry asked a few minutes later, making his way slowly and stiffly down the stairs. “I heard all manner of shouting. It sounded like pandemonium had broken out.” 
 
    “It's fine,” Susan said, rushing over to meet him at the foot of the stairs, “I already -” 
 
    “You've got a load of ruffians in there,” one of the men said angrily as he stormed out of the auditorium. “I was struck in the face by a cigarette pack!” 
 
    “I don't understand,” Harry murmured, looking utterly lost as he glanced around the foyer. “None of this makes any sense.” 
 
    “There are some people who've been causing a disturbance during the film,” Susan told him, “but I'm dealing with the problem.” 
 
    “She's not dealing with anything!” the man said angrily. “I heard her talking to them, they're her friends!” 
 
    “Is that true?” Harry asked. 
 
    “No!” Susan blurted out. “I mean, one of them is, but -” 
 
    “This is terrible,” Harry said, shaking his head. “I can't have hooligans causing trouble in my cinema.” 
 
    “I'm going to throw them out right now,” Susan replied, turning and hurrying back along the corridor, desperate to cling to her job. 
 
    Already, she could hear voices shouting in the auditorium, and by the time she made her way through the double doors she realized that a full-scale fight was on the verge of breaking out. 
 
    “You don't know what you're talking about!” Angie was yelling at a man. “Why don't you shut your mouth and sit down and mind your own business?” 
 
    “Stop that!” Susan hissed, rushing over to her and grabbing her arm. “You told me you were going to behave. You have to leave right now!” 
 
    “No,” Angie replied, “that asshole over there has to leave, because apparently he's completely opposed to the idea of people having fun. He's obviously some priggish old fart who thinks everyone else should be like him and just coast through life like nothing actually matters.” 
 
    She leaned toward one of the men. 
 
    “You need to get out more, mate!” she shouted. “It might do you some good!” 
 
    “Everyone, please, calm down,” Harry said, looking around at the others as he reached the auditorium. “This is absolutely dreadful, I've never seen anything so terrible happen in my cinema in all the years I've been here. I'm utterly mortified.” 
 
    “I can't believe you're doing this to me,” Susan told her. 
 
    “And I can't believe you're doing this to me,” Angie said, pulling free of her grip. “We're friends, Susie. Why are you trying to embarrass me?” 
 
    “Do you think these people care about you?” Susan asked, as she saw Charlie laughing nearby. “Do you realize that your boyfriend Charlie Evans has been bringing other girls to the cinema? And before you try to deny it, I can assure you that I've been the one serving him.” 
 
    Angie opened her mouth to reply, but then she hesitated for a moment, just as the lights flickered on in the auditorium. 
 
    “I know he sees other girls,” she said after a few seconds. “We're not exclusive, Susie.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “It means that my relationships are none of your business,” Angie told her, “and I'd thank you for butting out. It's typical of you to start getting all moralistic on me, just because you're jealous and old-fashioned.” 
 
    “Jealous?” Susan snapped. “Why the hell would I be jealous of you? You're a tramp!” 
 
    As soon as those words had left her lips, Susan knew that she'd gone too far, but she also knew that there was no way to take back anything that she'd said. She looked around and realized that everyone was staring at her, and then – turning back to Angie – she saw that there were tears in her friend's eyes. 
 
    “I might be a tramp,” Angie said after a moment, “but you're a bitch, so I guess that makes us even.” 
 
    With that, she turned and began to walk away. 
 
    “Come on, guys,” she continued. “We're not going to stick around here if we're not wanted.” 
 
    The others started to file out, but Susan felt a growing sense of fury as she watched Angie stomping toward the doors. Although she tried to stay calm, she quickly realized that the anger seemed to be filling her thoughts, until finally she started clambering over the backs of the seats on her way to catch her friend. Several people tried to stop her, but she pushed them away and clambered off the far end of the row before grabbing Angie and spinning her round. 
 
    “What did you call me?” she sneered. 
 
    “Susan -” 
 
    “Don't you ever call me that!” Susan screamed. “You have no right!” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    Suddenly Angie froze, staring at her, and after a moment she took a step back, bumping against the wall. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” she stammered. 
 
    “What was what?” Susan asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Your face,” Angie replied, as all her color drained away and her voice began to tremble. “For a moment, Susie, that wasn't... I mean, it wasn't... you weren't... it was like...” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Susan asked. 
 
    “You weren't you,” Angie continued, before turning and pushing several other people out of the way as she hurried away. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Susan shouted after her, but Angie was already racing away along the corridor. 
 
    “You're a freak,” one of the guys said, staring at her with a stunned expression. “I don't know what's wrong with you, but you need help.” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about,” Susan told him, as the others all began to make their way out of the auditorium. She too had tears in her eyes now. “I didn't do anything wrong!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Down on her hands and knees in the empty auditorium, Susan grabbed more garbage and tossed it into a box. Angie and the others had left a huge mess, and for now Susan felt that her best option was to make sure that she cleaned up. At least that might prove to Harry that she wasn't completely hopeless. 
 
    Finally, once she was done, she sat back and look at the fruits of her labor. Apart from a damp stain on the carpet, everything else had been cleared up, and she figured that the stain would dry soon enough. At least there was no permanent damage, so she grabbed the box and got to her feet, and then she began to make her way along the row of seats. 
 
    Stopping at the double doors, she listened out for a moment for any hint of Harry, but the entire cinema had fallen silent. She'd last seen Harry about an hour earlier, when he'd been sitting in the office with his head in his hands. He'd seemed utterly exhausted following all the chaos, and he'd barely even responded when Susan had told him over and over that she was so terribly sorry about everything had happened. 
 
    Now, as she tried to summon the courage to go and speak to him again, she felt tears welling in her eyes. All she could hope was that he wouldn't sack her, and that he'd give her another chance. 
 
    She took a deep breath and waited until she could be sure the tears were gone, and then she began to make her way back through to the foyer. The time had come, she realized, to face the music. 
 
    “Mr. Gough?” she said cautiously as she reached the door to the office and saw him looking through some papers at his desk. “I just wanted to...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. She briefly considered turning around and leaving, and just assuming that she'd been sacked, but she forced herself to stay. 
 
    “Mr. Gough,” she continued, “I finished cleaning up in the auditorium. It's as good as new. Well, almost. And the bathrooms are clean, and I also took a moment to check outside and make sure that no rubbish had been left on the pavement.” 
 
    She waited, but he seemed not to have noticed anything she'd just told him. Either that, or he was ignoring her. 
 
    “And I suppose I just wanted to say again how sorry I am,” she added, “and -” 
 
    “What?” he asked, suddenly looking up at her. For a few seconds, he seemed somewhat befuddled. “Oh, Susan, there you are. Thank you, you've been very good, you can go home now.” 
 
    “Okay,” she replied, still not quite catching his drift. “About tomorrow...” 
 
    “We open at the usual time,” he told her. 
 
    “And should I... be here?” 
 
    “Are you asking for a day off?” 
 
    Shocked that she might still be wanted, she wasn't sure how to answer that question. 
 
    “If you're under the impression that I blame you for anything that happened tonight,” he continued, rubbing the side of his neck, “then you must think again. The brutes who ran amok in this cinema are entirely responsible for their own actions. I know who one or two of them are, and I can assure you that their parents will be receiving a very stern telephone call in the morning. You, on the other hand, did the best that you could in the circumstances. It's not easy to deal with such people.” 
 
    He began to get up, although he seemed a little more hesitant than usual, and Susan quickly headed over to help him. 
 
    “I'm fine, thank you,” he told her. “There's nothing else to do here tonight, so you can...” 
 
    He paused, and after a moment he furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Mr. Gough?” she said, worried that something seemed to be wrong. “Maybe you should sit back down.” 
 
    “No, I have to check the doors,” he murmured, trying to push her away, only to hesitate once again. 
 
    “I can do that,” she told him. “Please, just take it easy for a minute or two.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm not quite as weak and doddery as I might look,” he said, slipping past her and shuffling toward the door. “I'm always telling Sam that, he thinks I'm some weak and feeble old thing. He doesn't remember that I fought in the war, and that I'm made of sterner stuff.” He stopped and looked around. “Speaking of which, where is that nephew of mine?” 
 
    “I think... I think, didn't he quit the other week?” 
 
    “He...” 
 
    Harry stared at her for a moment, seemingly utterly lost. 
 
    “Yes, that's right,” he said finally. “I must remember things like that, it's no good being a forgetful old soul, is it? One must...” 
 
    He paused again, and this time he seemed even more troubled. 
 
    “Ms. Jones,” he added after a few seconds, “would you mind awfully fetching a pillow from somewhere?” 
 
    “A pillow?” she replied. “Why do you want a -” 
 
    Before she could finish, Harry suddenly slumped over, falling to the floor and landing hard with a pained grunt. Rushing over, Susan dropped to her knees and rolled him onto his side, and she immediately saw that he was unconscious. 
 
    “Harry?” she stammered, shaking him gently. “Harry, wake up. Harry say something!” 
 
    She checked for a pulse, which she found, but when she touched the side of his face she realized that he seemed very cold and clammy. 
 
    “Harry, I'm going to call for help,” she said, scrambling back up and rushing to the desk. 
 
    Grabbing the phone, she quickly dialed and waited to be put through. 
 
    “I need an ambulance!” she shouted as soon as someone answered on the other end of the line. “Please, you have to hurry!” 
 
    A few minutes later, once she'd been assured that an ambulance was on its way, she rushed back over to Harry and knelt next to him. She reached out to check once more for a pulse, and this time she could tell that he was a little weaker than before. 
 
    “Help's coming,” she told him. “It should only be a few minutes. I'm going to go and get the doors open so that there's no delay.” She hesitated, hoping against hope that he might respond. “Everything's going to be okay,” she continued. “I promise.” 
 
    Getting back up, she raced out into the foyer and unbolted the main doors before pulling them open and stepping out onto the pavement. The ambulance hadn't arrived yet, and a cold breeze was blowing in from the sea as she looked both ways along the road. Hugging herself against the night air, she tried desperately to stay calm, even as she felt the panic rising through her chest. 
 
    “Please hurry up,” she whispered, her teeth almost chattering, as she listened out for any hint of an ambulance's siren above the sound of the wind. “You have to get here in time.” 
 
    She glanced back into the foyer. 
 
    “You have to -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, she froze as she saw that Harry wasn't alone. Still slumped on the floor, he hadn't reacted at all to the woman who was now standing directly in front of him. The woman had her back to Susan, who could already tell that she was the same woman she'd seen a couple of times already in the cinema. Too shocked to do or say anything, Susan could only stare as the woman knelt next to Harry and reached out to put a hand on the side of his face. 
 
    Hearing a siren, Susan turned and saw that an ambulance was barreling along the road. As the vehicle screeched to a halt, she looked back into the foyer and realized that the strange woman was already gone. 
 
    “Did you call for an ambulance, love?” a man shouted as he rushed toward her. “Where is he?” 
 
    “In there,” she stammered, as the two men hurried past and headed over to Harry. “His name's Mr. Gough. I mean, Harry Gough.” 
 
    Stepping after them, Susan looked all around for any sign of the woman, who seemed to have vanished just as quickly as she's appeared. Once again there seemed to be nowhere for her to have gone, and Susan told herself that she must have imagined the whole thing, yet at the same time the woman's appearance had been so clear and vivid. She'd never considered herself to have a particularly vivid imagination before, and she wondered how she could possibly have imagined something that had appeared to be so real. 
 
    “Mr. Gough, can you hear me?” one of the men from the ambulance said, as he and his colleague began to examine Harry. “Mr. Gough, if you can hear me, I need you to say something.” 
 
    “Please save him,” Susan whispered, as fresh tears began to roll down his face. “This is all my fault. Please, you have to do something!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Hearing voices in the distance, Susan turned and looked along the corridor. Footsteps were moving along one of the hospital's other corridors and for a moment she hoped that someone was coming with news, but then the footsteps faded away and she leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered, “God, I know I don't really talk to you, but if you can hear me, I'm begging you to let him live.” 
 
    She wiped more tears away. 
 
    “Take me instead,” she continued. “It's my fault that all of that madness happened tonight. If anyone should pay the price, it's me.” 
 
    She heard more voices, but these too quickly drifted off into another part of the hospital. Looking up at the clock on the wall, she saw that it was already quarter past midnight. 
 
    Suddenly a door swung open, and Susan turned to see that Sam was racing toward her. 
 
    “Where is he?” he yelled. “What are they doing to him?” 
 
    Getting to her feet, she reached out to grab his arm, but he shoved her aside and hurried to the next turn, and then he stopped and looked back at her. 
 
    “Where is he?” he asked again, breathless and clearly in a state of panic. “All they told me on the phone was that he's here somewhere.” 
 
    “I think they're still working on him,” she explained. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “It's difficult to explain,” she replied. 
 
    “I got a call that a bunch of yobs started trashing the cinema,” he continued, “and then when I got down there I heard that Harry had been brought here.” 
 
    “He had a heart attack, I think,” she told him. “Something like that. Sam, I'm sorry but -” 
 
    “Who did this?” he snapped, before looking along the corridor. “I need to see him. Where are they treating him?” 
 
    “I'm not sure,” she replied, following him as he set off to find his uncle. “They rushed him through these doors about an hour ago and they told me to wait on that chair, and since then I haven't heard a thing.” 
 
    Sam pushed the doors open and made his way into the next corridor, and then he stopped to look around. 
 
    “There was a kind of gang at the cinema,” Susan explained. “I tried to get them to leave. One of them was my friend Angie, I begged her to take them away but they just kept causing trouble until customers started complaining and then your uncle came down from the projection booth and -” 
 
    “Wait, you're friends with these people?” he asked, turning to her. 
 
    “Just Angie,” she replied. “Listen, you have to believe me, I did everything in my power to get them to stop, they just wouldn't listen to me.” 
 
    “And now my uncle's somewhere in this hospital, fighting for his life.” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Because of your friends,” he sneered, stepping toward her. “Tell me, would they have been there if they hadn't known you were working? Did they show up precisely because they thought they could get away with more?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” he asked. “Are you really, truly sure?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to tell him that of course she was sure, but then she thought back to the grin on Angie's face. No matter how hard she tried to tell herself that she'd done nothing wrong, she couldn't escape the possibility that her presence might in some way have been a catalyst for everything that had happened at the cinema. A moment later, before she could try to defend herself, she heard a door swing open and she turned to see that the nurse from earlier had returned. 
 
    “Ms. Jones?” the nurse said. “I've been asked to -” 
 
    “Where's my uncle?” Sam asked, pushing Susan out of the way. 
 
    “He's your uncle?” the nurse replied, clearly a little confused as she turned to Susan. “Then who are you?” 
 
    “She's no-one,” Sam said firmly. “My parents are dead. Harry and I only have each other now.” 
 
    “Then you'd better come with me,” the nurse told him, leading him back to the door. 
 
    “Where do you think you're going?” Sam asked as Susan began to follow them. 
 
    “I just want to -” 
 
    “You've done enough,” he added, pushing her hard on the shoulder, forcing her back. “He's my uncle, and you're just an employee. A pretty rotten one at that. And after tonight, you shouldn't count on being one for much longer.” 
 
    He turned and followed the nurse, leaving the doors to swing shut. 
 
    Left alone in the corridor, Susan stared at the doors for a moment before taking a step back. She reached up and wiped a few tears from her eyes, and then she turned to walk away, only to realize that she couldn't possibly abandon Harry and Sam. As she began to make her way over to another seat in the corridor, she thought back to the sight of Harry being carried into the ambulance, and she couldn't help but remember how frail he'd looked. She thought, too, of the strange woman who'd momentarily appeared next to him in the foyer, but she reasoned that there'd be plenty of time later to figure out exactly what had happened. 
 
    For now, taking a seat, she simply looked straight ahead, and after a moment she spotted a plaque on the opposite wall. 
 
    “In memory of all those souls lost in the destruction of Crowford Hospital,” she read out loud, before noticing a date that placed the bombing in the Second World War. 
 
    Next to that plaque, another photo showed some people gathered to celebrate the opening of the new hospital that had been built a few years later. 
 
    Hearing footsteps in the distance, she looked to her left, just in time to see a nurse hurrying past the corridor's far end. There was something strange about being in the hospital and knowing that so many people were tucked away on the various wards, some of them dying. Susan had never needed to go to a hospital before, so the experience – the sights, and the sounds, and especially the smells – were all very new to her. Finally, looking back up at the plaque, she saw that there was also a photo showing a group of nurses standing outside what she assumed must have been the old, long-since destroyed building. 
 
    Suddenly another door opened, and she turned to see Sam stepping back out. He stopped for a moment, staring straight ahead, and then he leaned against the wall and put his head in his hands. 
 
    Getting to her feet, Susan waited for him to say something. With each second of silence that passed, she became more and more worried. 
 
    “Sam?” she said eventually. “How is he?” 
 
    Sam kept his head in his hands for a moment, before slowly turning to her. 
 
    “Is he...” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    “Did they tell you anything?” she asked. “What's happening?” 
 
    “What's happening?” he replied, taking a step toward her. Tears were glistening in his eyes. “I'll tell you what's happening, Susan. My uncle, the finest man I ever knew, one of the finest men in Crowford's history, is dead.” 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head, “he can't be.” 
 
    “He's dead, Susan!” he said firmly, as he began to tremble with anger. “His heart gave out!” 
 
    “This has to be a mistake,” she told him. “Go back and check again. They might have got him mixed up with someone else.” 
 
    “I saw his body.” 
 
    She shook her head, as fresh tears ran down her face. 
 
    “I saw his body!” he yelled, grabbing her by the arm and slamming her against the wall. “How thick do you have to be to not understand? The man is dead, and do you know what else I know? I know that he wouldn't be dead if that gang of animals hadn't stormed the cinema and caused all of this to happen. So before you think about telling me to calm down, you need to take a good long look at yourself and realize what you've done!” 
 
    “You're hurting me,” she replied, trying and failing to pull free of his grip. “Sam, please...” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me that none of this is your fault?” he asked, leaning closer. “Go on, I dare you. Look me in the eyes and tell me that you don't feel even slightly responsible!” 
 
    She tried to answer him, but she quickly found that she had no words. Shocked by his anger, she also knew that he was right. She did feel responsible. 
 
    “Get out of my sight,” he said firmly, “and don't ever come near me, or that cinema, ever again. Do you hear me? I don't want anything to do with you!” 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” she sobbed. 
 
    “Get out of here,” he sneered, shoving her away with such force that she almost fell. 
 
    “Please,” she said, turning back to him, “I never -” 
 
    “Go!” he roared. 
 
    Shocked, she took another step back, and then she turned and raced away along the corridor. Barreling through a set of double doors, she almost collided with another nurse, but she kept on running until she was all the way out of the hospital, and then she continued to run along the road that led all the way back into the center of Crowford. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Sniffing back more tears, Susan pulled the cinema's door shut and turned the key in the lock, and then she stepped over to the side and posted the key through the letterbox. 
 
    After leaving the hospital, she'd had no idea where to go. She'd almost headed home, but at the last moment she'd realized that she should at least check to make sure that the cinema was secure. Sure enough, she'd found that the door had been left open and that many of the lights were on. She'd gone around switching everything off, and then she'd stepped back out. She knew that most likely she'd never be allowed to set foot in the place again, but she figured that at least – one final time – she'd been able to help. 
 
    Stepping back, she looked up at the big sign above the door. The word Empire, usually illuminated in a bright red glow, stood dull and dark in the late-night air. 
 
    “Goodbye,” Susan said, feeling a growing sense of sorrow in her chest. “I'm sorry, Harry. If I could undo all of this, if there was some way to...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and after a moment she turned and began to make her way along the road. This time she was determined to get home, even though she knew she wouldn't be able to sleep. She'd lost track of the time but she figured that it must be at least one thirty in the morning, maybe closer to two or even three. Although she felt absolutely exhausted, she was under no illusion that she'd ever be able to sleep. 
 
    Stopping outside one of the large houses near the castle, she looked up at the windows and realized that a party was raging in one of the flats. She knew that Angie often hung out in that particular flat with her friends, and she felt her blood starting to boil at the thought of those idiots laughing and drinking and probably taking all manner of drugs, just hours after they'd caused mayhem at the cinema and driven a good man to his death. She told herself that she should simply keep walking, but the anger in her chest was unlike anything she'd ever experienced before and finally she realized that she had no choice. 
 
    “Hey!” she yelled, cupping her hands around her mouth in an effort to be heard above the din. “Angie! Get down here!” 
 
    She waited, but the music continued and she realized that most likely she hadn't even been noticed. 
 
    “Angie!” she screamed. “Angie Carter, I need to talk to you!” 
 
    When this failed to work, she made her way to the front door and started banging, but she already know that her efforts were futile. A moment later, hearing a window open, she looked up at one of the other flats just as a man leaned out. 
 
    “Will you please be quiet?” he snapped. “We've already got enough trouble with that racket going on!” 
 
    “I'm not with them,” she told him, “I -” 
 
    “I don't care who you're with,” he replied, cutting her off, “I want you to stop being so objectionable in the middle of the night. Might I suggest that you go home like a normal person?” 
 
    With that, he slammed the window shut, leaving Susan standing all alone. She looked back up at the other flat and watched for a moment as bright lights flashed against the glass from the inside, and she listened to the pounding thud of music, and finally she realized that she was on a hiding to nothing. Figuring that Angie was most likely in a complete daze, she turned and resumed her walk home. 
 
    Feeling that she wanted to be alone for as long as possible, she took the meandering route up Mill Road, past scores of closed pubs and then through the housing estates. She didn't see a single other soul along the way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No, please,” she said through gritted teeth as she stopped in front of her parents' house and saw that another party was in full swing. “Why tonight, of all nights?” 
 
    She briefly considered turning and around and going somewhere – anywhere – else, but she couldn't quite handle the thought of wandering the empty streets all night. Figuring that her best bet would be to simply sneak into the house and avoid contact with anyone, which was a strategy she'd used many times before, she fished her keys from her pocket before making her way to the front door. 
 
    As soon as she was in the hallway, she scurried up the stairs and headed to her room. She had to nod politely to a random man on the landing, but she was soon in her room and to her immense relief she found that this time she didn't have to chase anyone out. She shut the door and turned the key, and then she stepped back before sitting on the bed and trying to take stock of everything that had happened. 
 
    After a moment, she reached over and opened the drawer of the chest by her bed, and she fumbled for her stash of money. To her shock, however, she found that it was gone. 
 
    “No!” she stammered, dropping to her knees and pulling the drawer all the way out, then tipping it over and frantically searching for the cash. “Please, no...” 
 
    Once she was certain that it was missing, she got to her feet and tried to figure out exactly what might have happened. She knew full well that she hadn't moved the money, so finally – with a growing sense of anger – she opened her bedroom door and stormed downstairs before rushing into the living room and heading straight over to her father. 
 
    “Where is it?” she shouted, making sure to be heard over the sound of all the music. 
 
    “Where's what?” he replied. “Welcome home, by the way, love. You've been out a long time.” 
 
    “Where's the money from my drawer?” 
 
    “Ah,” he said, somewhat sheepishly, “you'd probably better ask your mother about that.” 
 
    “I want -” 
 
    “It was her decision,” he added. “Don't get angry at me!” 
 
    Hurrying through to the kitchen, she found her mother drunkenly pouring drinks for the various guests who'd been allowed to follow them home from the pub. 
 
    “Where's my money?” Susan yelled. 
 
    “Calm down,” her mother replied, struggling to pour without spilling. 
 
    “The money that was in my drawer,” Susan continued. “It's gone, and Dad told me to ask you!” 
 
    “You've got a lot of complaints around this house,” her mother said, “for someone who lives rent-free all the time. If you want to know the honest truth, we needed some money for bills and I felt well within my rights to take some of that cash you've been storing up. It's not like you've been doing anything with it, anyway. Money's no good to anyone if it's just sitting around in a drawer.” 
 
    “It didn't belong to you!” 
 
    “If it's in my house, it belongs to me,” she replied. “Now, can I get you a drink, darling? You look like you need to calm down a bit.” 
 
    “Give it back to me!” 
 
    “We've spent it. Electricity, gas and water don't come free, you know. Not to mention the television license and the phone bill. You young people think all this stuff's just piped into the house for nothing.” 
 
    “I want my money!” 
 
    “No offense, darling, but you won't get anywhere with that attitude. While you're living under my roof and partaking of my hospitality, not to mention all the food I cook for you, you'd do well to watch your tongue.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I won't be living here much longer!” 
 
    “And where do you think you're going to go, exactly?” 
 
    “London!” 
 
    “London?” Her mother shrieked with laughter. “Oh Susie, you're very funny sometimes.” She slid a glass over to her. “Drink this, it'll make you feel better.” 
 
    “I'll show you,” Susan snarled. “You might think you can steal from me and stop me, but I won't let you!” 
 
    With that, she turned and stormed out, ignoring her mother's calls. Hurrying back upstairs, she once again locked herself in her room and this time she slumped down onto the bed and starting sobbing. For a moment everything felt hopeless, as if she was condemned to spend the rest of her life living in a small town with no prospects, surrounded by people who hated her and by reminders of her mistakes. 
 
    A moment later, remembering that she hadn't put her last pay packet with the rest, she reached into her bag and pulled out the envelope. She had a small amount of money – not much, but not nothing either – and she was starting to think that she needed to take a leap of faith. 
 
    “I'll show you,” she whispered through gritted teeth. “I'll show you all.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Shivering as she sat on a bench at Crowford Station, Susan once again looked up at the clock and sighed. 
 
    7.10am. 
 
    She'd spent several hours sitting on the bench, with her suitcase perched on the ground, and now the first train to London was almost due. Having packed in a hurry and left a note for her parents, she'd stormed out of the house without actually saying goodbye to them properly. She'd merely written that she was going off to start a new life in London, and that they might hear from her eventually. She knew she only had enough money to support herself for a few days, but she figured that she'd just have to be brave. 
 
    “I'm smart enough,” she whispered, trying to give herself a little more confidence, “and I can get by, and I don't need much. And people are friendly, I'll find a room somewhere and then I'll get a job. Soon I'll be standing on my own two feet.” 
 
    Another chill ran through her bones as an icy wind blasted along the platform. She checked the clock and saw that the train was due in just five minutes, and then she looked both ways along the tracks. After a few seconds, spotting an empty bench near the far end, she realized that she could just about see a figure in the shadows. She'd thought that she was the only person at the station at such an early hour, other than the man in the ticket office, and sure enough a moment later the figure on the bench seemed to disappear. 
 
    Forcing herself to not dwell on the strange apparition, she looked down at the tracks, but after a few seconds she heard a nearby door creaking open. 
 
    “Looks like it'll be a few minutes late,” the stationmaster explained, before blowing into his hands to warm them a little. “It's just arriving at Malmeston Station now.” 
 
    “That's fine,” she said, just about managing to muster a smile. 
 
    “Off on a trip, are you?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “You should be in London nice and early,” he continued. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    She waited, hoping that he'd get the message and understand that she really wasn't in the mood to talk. In truth, her resolve was starting to falter, and she couldn't help wondering whether she might yet simply turn around and go home. Her parents would doubtless be fast asleep still, so she'd be able to retrieve the note and sneak up to her room, and no-one would ever know that she'd tried to leave in the first place. Going back would be so easy, so safe, and yet... 
 
    And yet she knew that it would also be a form of defeat. 
 
    She turned to look at the stationmaster, and she saw that he was still standing by the door. After a moment, however, she once again spotted the strange figure at the other end of the platform; this time, the figure was standing close to the platform's edge, and as she continued to stare Susan realized that the woman appeared to be wearing a rather old-fashioned-looking dress, along with a dark hat. 
 
    “We don't get many people taking the first train of the day,” the stationmaster said, showing no sign that he'd noticed the other woman. “I was quite surprised when you purchased your ticket. I note that you have a suitcase with you. Are you moving to London?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    She tried to think of an answer that would be honest, but that would also not invite any further questioning. 
 
    “People often like to leave under cover of darkness,” he continued. “I see them all, you know. Men, woman, young, old... I see them sitting right there where you are now, thinking they can sneak away without anyone noticing.” 
 
    “I'm sure I don't know what you mean,” she told him. 
 
    “All I mean is that there's a right way and a wrong way to leave a place,” he explained. “You probably think that I'm sticking my nose in where it doesn't belong, but I've learned to read the signs and -” 
 
    “I'm quite alright, thank you,” she said, interrupting him. “What I'm planning to do once I reach London is really none of your -” 
 
    Before she could finish, she saw the woman stepping even closer to the platform's edge. 
 
    “What is it?” the stationmaster asked, before turning to look that way just as the woman faded from view. “What did you see?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Susan replied, not wanting to give rise to any questions about her sanity. 
 
    “You know,” the man continued, turning back to her, “Crowford Station is said to be haunted.” 
 
    “I was under the impression that everywhere in Crowford is said to be haunted.” 
 
    “That's a fair point.” 
 
    “There's a woman people sometimes see here,” he told her. “She's the ghost of a lady who threw herself in front of a train many years ago. You'll notice that often the trains pull into Crowford Station very slowly, and that's on account of her. Many of the drivers know the story and they want to avoid seeing her, even if they know that she's already long gone. Some believe that going slow makes it less likely for her to appear and... well, recreate her grisly end.” 
 
    “That all seems rather implausible,” she suggested. 
 
    “Of course.” He paused. “Unless you've seen her.” 
 
    She glanced along the platform again, but now the strange figure was gone and she told herself that there was no reason to speculate any further. There was no ghost at the station, just as there had been no ghost at the cinema. In fact, she was fairly confident that there were no ghosts anywhere in Crowford, and that such stories were simply a way for people to pretend that anything in such a tiny little town actually mattered at all. In that moment, Crowford's ghost stories seemed utterly inconsequential. 
 
    Spotting a light in the distance, she realized that the train was finally arriving, and sure enough a moment later she heard its horn briefly piercing the night air. 
 
    “Here she is, then,” the stationmaster said as he checked his watch. 
 
    Getting to her feet, Susan grabbed her suitcase and stepped toward the edge of the platform. The train, meanwhile, was rumbling slowly into the station, and she couldn't help but notice that it did indeed seem to proceeding at a very low pace. She glanced over toward the spot where she'd seen the woman, but this time there was no sign of the ghostly figure, and a moment later the train made its way past and slowly ground to a halt. 
 
    “Allow me,” the stationmaster said, opening one of the doors for her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied, stepping onto the train and taking a seat as the man slammed the door shut. 
 
    For the next couple of minutes, she felt torn between staying and leaving. She knew that there was still time to change her mind, to run home and pretend that she'd never tried to leave. She told herself that she could save more money, and hide it better this time, and that she'd be able to find another job. She thought of London, a place she'd never even visited before, and she wondered how she was ever going to survive. Where was she going to go once she stepped off the train at Charing Cross? How was she going to find a room? What would it cost? Where would she look for a job? So many questions were flooding her mind, but she told herself that she'd be fine. Other people managed it, so why not her? And London surely couldn't be that much more difficult to navigate than Crowford. 
 
    Could it? 
 
    She suddenly realized that she might be making a mistake, but at that moment she heard the whistle blow and a few seconds later the train began to pull out of the station. 
 
    The train rumbled under the bridge. Still looking out the window, Susan felt a shudder pass through her chest as she realized that she'd truly, finally taken the plunge. Looking down at her hands, she found that she was trembling wildly, and for a moment she considered jumping off at the next station and rushing home. If she did that, however, she was at risk of never making the move. Taking a deep breath, she told herself that there was never going to be a perfect time to move to London, that she might end up spending her entire life in Crowford. That she might never be brave enough again. 
 
    Settling back on the seat, she looked out the window and saw the first rays of morning light in the distance. The train was taking her to the future, and she realized that she couldn't allow herself to be weak, not now. She was going to start a new life, far from the mistakes she'd made, and she was going to turn her dreams into reality. Sure, she had far less money than she'd expected, but that didn't matter when she was going to a place where there was opportunity on every street. 
 
    Susan Jones was finally leaving Crowford behind forever and moving to live among the bright lights of London. And she was never, ever going to look back. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    One year later... 
 
      
 
    The bells of a distant church rang out as traffic roared across Piccadilly Circus. People were milling about everywhere, some of them on their way home from work and some trying to get some early Christmas shopping done. As the church bells continued, just about rising above the din of the crowd, a car horn beeped somewhere and a man shouted, and a group of children raced through the sea of bodies, threading their way past the steps that led down to the train station deep beneath the streets. 
 
    Crossing the road, Susan quickly made her way to one of the side-streets and then hurried on with the collar of her coat turned up. She stopped at the next corner and glanced over her shoulder, just to make sure that nobody was following, and then she darted down the nearest alley. Every shadow threatened to reveal somebody watching her, but Susan told herself that she hadn't been noticed. 
 
    “Over here!” 
 
    Turning, she saw Eddie waving at her from behind some bins at the back of the pub. 
 
    “What did you get?” he asked as she headed over to him. 
 
    “I couldn't do it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I couldn't do it,” she told him, her voice betraying a hint of desperation. “I can't steal! You never said anything about breaking the law.” 
 
    “I never said anything about...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment, and finally he began to laugh. 
 
    “It's not funny,” she told him. 
 
    “Listen,” he replied, struggling to contain himself, “what exactly did you think the deal was going to be when I said you could move in?” 
 
    “I thought -” 
 
    “You thought I was just being kind?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but then she hesitated as she realized that she was at risk of sounding hopelessly naive. 
 
    “Do you remember when we first met?” he asked, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You were sitting in that cafe looking utterly lost. How long had you been in London for by then?” 
 
    “A few months.” 
 
    “And you weren't doing very well, were you?” 
 
    “I was... getting by.” 
 
    “You were one step away from whoring yourself out.” 
 
    “No!” she blurted out. “I'd never do anything like that!” 
 
    “Just like you'd never steal, huh?” 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    “Then forgive me for asking, my lady, but how exactly do you think life on the streets works? Because it seems to me that you've been bouncing from one flophouse to another, earning a few pennies at a time and relying on people taking pity on you.” 
 
    “I just need to find a job.” 
 
    “Not here,” a woman's voice whispered. 
 
    Susan turned and looked around, but there was no sign of anyone. 
 
    “No-one's gonna hire you,” Eddie told her, as she turned back to him. “Have you seen yourself lately? You don't have the look that people are going for. By that, I mean that black eyes and bruises and pastiness really aren't the big thing in 1966. On top of that, you're too thin. You've been living on the streets for the best part of a year, and it shows.” He squeezed her shoulder. “You've got to be realistic, Susie. You've got to do whatever it takes to survive, and in this instance that means getting your bum back over to that pharmacy and grabbing whatever you can. Then maybe I can sell your little haul and we'll split the proceeds. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    As tears filled her eyes, she shook her head. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, letting go of her shoulder and taking a step back, “but I don't think this is going to work out.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you're probably better off on your own.” 
 
    “No!” she stammered. “I need you!” 
 
    “Then go and get me whatever you can from that pharmacy,” he replied. “Consider it a sign of your loyalty.” 
 
    “Don't ask me to do something like that,” she sobbed. 
 
    “Then what use are you?” he asked, holding his hands out at his sides. “Do you think you can coast along on the generosity of others? You're putting me in a very tricky situation, Susie. I've tried to help you, really I have, but you're just not game. You won't steal, you won't open your legs, you won't do anything useful at all. Good luck, I mean that, but you won't get anything else from me.” 
 
    With that, he turned to walk away. 
 
    “No!” she shouted, rushing after him. “Wait, I can -” 
 
    Before she could get another word out, Eddie turned and slammed a fist against the side of her face, knocking her off her feet and sending her crashing to the ground. Horrified by the impact, she lay completely still for a moment before a splitting pain began to spread across her forehead. 
 
    “Toughen up, yeah?” Eddie said, once more turning and walking off into the distance. “Girls like you are a dime a dozen, Susie, and most of them are a little more compliant. I'm afraid you're really not holding my interest any longer.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A pleasure cruiser ran along the Thames and disappeared under the bridge as Susan made her way along the pavement. Shuffling and barely conscious, she felt as if she might collapse at any moment. Traffic rumbled past just a few feet away, but – as she walked toward the middle of the bridge – Susan simply kept her head bowed in the hope that nobody would notice her. 
 
    After all, the last thing she wanted now was help, or sympathy. 
 
    Stopping, she turned and looked down at the river. Murky and wavy on a cold October day, the water was pale brown and uninviting, and a cold wind hinted at even icier temperatures beneath the surface. Susan stared at the waves and for a moment she felt lulled into a faint daze, until she remembered all the dark thoughts that had filled her mind during the walk from Piccadilly Circus. 
 
    She clenched her left fist. 
 
    “I'm going to move to London so I can be a journalist,” she remembered telling a teacher once in school, and she thought of the confidence that she'd felt at that moment. Ten years later, still staring at the water, she felt so sorry for the little girl she'd once been. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she whispered, hoping that by apologizing to her younger self she could at least show that she understood the gravity of her failure. “I messed it all up. Really, I did.” 
 
    She waited, but she knew she was delaying the inevitable. Jumping into the river would perhaps not be the quickest way to end everything, but at least it was guaranteed to succeed. She'd considered other options, but the river seemed to be her best route. She knew it would be cold down there, and dark, but she told herself that there'd only be a few minutes of suffering, and that at least her body would most likely never be found. That's what had put her off the idea of jumping in front of a train, or hanging herself; she hated the idea of her body being lifted up and carried away. She didn't just want to die. She wanted to disappear. 
 
    She began to climb over the edge, only to find that she couldn't raise her left leg. She tried again, but something seemed to be holding her back. 
 
    “No,” a woman's voice whispered in her mind. “Not now.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, looking around but still seeing no-one. 
 
    “You're not dying today,” the voice continued. “I won't let you.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Turn around and walk back the way you came.” 
 
    Trying to ignore the voice, she found that she still couldn't bring herself to clamber over the side of the bridge. 
 
    “You're just my subconscious mind,” she sneered, “trying to stop me, and I won't let you. I've made my decision and it's final. I could be down there by now, it could be almost over!” 
 
    “You're not dying today,” the voice replied, sounding a little weaker now. “You can't. I've invested too much in you, and they're about to do it again.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked, before turning as a man walked past. 
 
    The man glanced at her, and Susan realized that he might have seen her talking to herself. 
 
    “They can't be allowed to do it again,” the voice continued. “I won't let them, and I won't let you do this, either. You can fight it, or you can accept the inevitable and just turn around.” 
 
    “I don't want any more pain,” she sobbed. “I know I've messed up, I don't want -” 
 
    Suddenly she spun around. Startled, she had no idea what had caused her to move in such a manner, but she was starting to feel distinctly light-headed. 
 
    “Excuse me,” another man said nearby, having stopped to watch her, “are you alright?” 
 
    “I'm fine,” she murmured, before turning and hurrying away, heading back across the bridge. 
 
    “Do you want me to call someone?” the man shouted after her. “Do you need a police officer?” 
 
    “I just want to be left alone,” she said, feeling a deep sense of disappointment as she realized that she'd failed again. “Why can't everyone just leave me alone?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Crowds rushed along the street, pushing and shoving as they all tried to get to wherever they were going. Almost nobody noticed the girl sitting cross-legged on the pavement, holding her hands out and looking up at the passersby. 
 
    “Please,” Susan said, her voice trembling with the cold, “can you spare some change?” 
 
    She watched a well-dressed man hurry down the steps that led into the station, and then she turned to see that another well-dressed man was already on his way up. 
 
    “Please, Sir,” she said, holding her hand out toward him, “can you spare some change?” 
 
    “You shouldn't be sitting there,” he barked at her. “You're in the way.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she replied, and she knew he was right. She also knew, however, that being 'in the way' was her only realistic chance of actually getting any money. 
 
    She turned to her right and saw a woman approaching, wearing a fur coat. 
 
    “Please, M'am,” she said, looking up at the woman, “can you spare some change?” 
 
    Ignoring her, the woman began to make her way down the steps, leaving Susan to wonder whether she was doing something wrong. She was used to rough days, of course, but this was the first time she'd made absolutely nothing during an entire afternoon. She'd hoped that the approach to Christmas might be a better time to beg on London's streets, yet the exact opposite was turning out to be the case. At a time when people might be expected to have a little more charity on their minds, they seemed less and less inclined to even notice that people like Susan existed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her shoes – the same shoes she'd been wearing since leaving home, and which consequently were on the verge of falling apart – squelched in the puddles as Susan made her way down a sloping side street, heading south-east across the city. Having struck out entirely at Piccadilly Circus, she'd decided to try somewhere like Mayfair of Hyde Park. 
 
    Reaching the next corner, she looked around for a moment and tried to get her bearings. She spotted a church at the end of one street, but she was fairly sure that was the wrong direction so she turned to go the other way instead. 
 
    “Susan,” a voice whispered suddenly. 
 
    Stopping, she looked around again, but she already knew that the voice had seemed to be in her head. It was the same voice she'd heard on the bridge, and in truth she knew she'd heard it before, too. Had she even heard it back in Crowford? Her memories were somewhat jumbled now, but she was starting to realize that the voice had been with her for quite some time. 
 
    “Why don't you come to me?” the voice continued. “Why don't you let me help you?” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder, and after just a moment she spotted the church again. 
 
    “How long can you survive being this cold, Susan?” the voice asked, and now – as it became clearer – she could tell once more that the voice was female. “You're hungry too, aren't you? Why don't you let me feed you?” 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, backing away into the end of an alley. 
 
    “A friend.” 
 
    “I don't have any friends.” 
 
    “You have me. You've had me for longer than you can possibly know. You can't keep living like this, Susan. You know what'll happen eventually. You'll try to sleep another night in some frozen doorway, and this time you won't wake up.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” she stammered, before spotting a man walking past. 
 
    He glanced at her, and she managed a faint smile as he disappeared into another street. 
 
    “What do you think they see?” the voice asked. 
 
    “I'm just waiting to get on my feet.” 
 
    “You're lying to yourself.” 
 
    “No!” she blurted out, before realizing that she was talking to herself, ranting alone in the street. 
 
    She paused for a moment, before stepping back out of the alley. 
 
    “That's right,” the voice purred. “Now come to me.” 
 
    She looked toward the church again, but she refused to believe that the voice could be coming from such a place. In fact, she refused to believe that the voice could be real at all, even though she vaguely remembered having heard it once or twice before. 
 
    “I can't force you,” the voice continued. “I can only promise you that it's the only way for you to survive. You don't want to end up frozen and dead on some street corner, do you?” 
 
    “I'm going to be okay,” she said, although now her teeth were chattering slightly from the cold. 
 
    “No, you're not,” the voice said firmly. “You know that. Now stop arguing and come to me. You know it makes sense.” 
 
    “I'm going to find a job and somewhere to live,” she replied, but then – as she waited – she realized that the voice seemed to have faded away. 
 
    She looked around, and then she turned and saw the church again. As much as she found it impossible to believe that anyone was whispering into her thoughts, she had to admit that she hated the idea of another night spent freezing on some street in the city. She'd seen the bodies of people who'd died that way, and she'd seen the ways their eyes sometimes remained frozen open. Finally, even though she wasn't convinced that it was the best idea, she began to shuffle toward the church, while continually glancing around to make sure that no-one was about to grab her and steal from her again. 
 
    A few minutes later she reached the front of the church and looked up at the gates, but to her surprise she found that they were locked, with thick chains running between the bars and a hefty-looking padlock hanging down. Reaching out, she tried to open the padlock, but she realized after a moment that there was no way to get into the grounds of the church, let alone into the building itself. 
 
    She pulled one last time on the gate, and then she stepped back. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” she whispered. “I thought -” 
 
    “You thought I was waiting for you in there?” the voice asked, before laughing. 
 
    “Then where are you?” 
 
    “You need to follow the crowd,” the voice continued, “and that's how you'll find what you're seeking.” 
 
    Not really knowing what the voice meant, she looked both ways along the street, and she saw that at the farthest end she could just about make out a crowd of people at the edge of Trafalgar Square. 
 
    “Don't be scared,” the voice told her. 
 
    “I'm not going there.” 
 
    “There's something waiting for you.” 
 
    “You're not even real,” she said firmly. 
 
    “Just go to the edge,” the voice replied, “and you'll see. You won't even have to go into the crowd itself, just to the edge, and that'll be enough.” 
 
    “You're my head injury talking.” 
 
    “I'm your future talking. Your chance of life. You'll understand, but you have to go to the crowd.” 
 
    She began to edge her way along the street, although she still wasn't quite sure that she was making the right choice. Something about the voice seemed deeply menacing, and she worried that somehow her own subconscious mind was luring her into some kind of trap, that the injury to her head had manifested as some deep part of her personality that wanted to end the pain. At the same time, knowing that the voice wasn't real didn't mean that it would stop talking to her, so finally she reached the end of the street and watched for a moment as tourists hurried all around the edge of Trafalgar Square. 
 
    Nelson's Column towered high above. 
 
    “Now what?” Susan whispered. 
 
    She waited, but the voice had once again fallen silent. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” she asked, trying to hide the sense of desperation in her voice as tears began to run down her cheeks. “I did what you wanted, but I still don't see the point. Was this all some kind of big joke to you? Is that it?” 
 
    A couple of tourists glanced at her, and she immediately saw the scorn in their eyes. 
 
    “Forget it,” she muttered, turning and starting to shuffle back the way she'd come. “I don't need this. I've got a plan and -” 
 
    Suddenly a woman hurried out from the shop that Susan was passing. Almost slamming straight into the woman, Susan murmured an apology and took a step from the side; she inhaled a lungful of strong, pungent perfume as she made her way around the woman and hurried off on her way. 
 
    “Susan?” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, she realized that she recognized this new voice, and that – unlike the one that had been tormenting her – it had come from somewhere outside her head. Slowly, with a growing sense of fear, she turned and looked over her shoulder. 
 
    “Susan?” Angie said, as a smile faded from her lips. “Oh my... is that you?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    “I don't need help,” Susan said as she sat on a bench near Charing Cross. “I'm fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, you look totally fine.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I was being sarcastic.” 
 
    “I don't need you to worry about me.” 
 
    “You smell like rotten fruit and cardboard,” Angie replied, taking a seat next to her. “What's going on? Are you living rough?” 
 
    Susan looked away for a moment, watching the crowds. She was finding it hard to look her friend in the eye, and there was a part of her that wanted to simply take off and run; she knew she could disappear into the crowd pretty easily, and that within a few seconds she'd be lost again. Bumping into Angie in the middle of London seemed like a miracle already, but she felt fairly certain that something like that could never happen twice. She could feel her friend's gaze burning into her, and she felt completely humiliated. 
 
    “So I got a job at Evans and Evans. You know the department store in Crowford that Charlie's dad owns? I'm working on the perfume counter, can you believe that?” 
 
    Susan turned to her. 
 
    “It's not the most exciting job in the world,” Angie continued, “but it's better than a lot of other things, especially in a place as small as Crowford. And it's allowed me to get a flat all on my own, which is totally amazing. I actually took on a flat that Charlie's dad owns, it's right on the seafront near the cinema. And I still do the occasional night at the golf club, just to top up the coffers.” She paused. “You know, a lot of people have been kind of worried about you. I saw your dad a while ago in town and he asked if I'd heard from you, he was trying to act like it wasn't a big deal but I think maybe he was just pretending. I think your parents are really worried about you.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” Susan said, although she immediately knew how utterly unbelievable that statement sounded. 
 
    “So you keep saying.” 
 
    “It's the truth.” 
 
    “You don't smell fine.” 
 
    “It's just been a rough day.” 
 
    “I thought you must be up here living the high life,” Angie told her. “I thought about you a lot, and I imagined you being some ace reporter. I even used to check the papers in case your name showed up on a byline.” She paused again. “I'm really sorry about what happened last time, Susie. With the cinema, I mean. I tried to keep them under control, really I did, but it was like they were just out for trouble that night. I was so shocked when I heard that old Mr. Gough had died.” 
 
    “How's the cinema now?” Susan asked. 
 
    “Do you want the honest answer?” 
 
    Susan hesitated, and then she nodded. 
 
    “It hasn't been the same since. Mr. Gough's nephew's been running it. He seems like a nice guy, but something just isn't quite right. It's like the heart of the place has gone, now that Mr. Gough's now there anymore. Sorry, I know that's probably not what you wanted to hear, but it's the truth. I don't know how much longer the Empire can keep going. There are all these rumors that they might not be able to keep up with the rent, and that the people who own it are thinking of turning the place into a bingo hall.” 
 
    “I'm not that surprised,” Susan murmured, as she thought back to the night of Harry's death. “Harry lived and breathed that cinema.” 
 
    As a bus roared past, she and Angie sat in silence. Susan was once again wondering whether she should just bolt, but something kept her sitting on that bench. 
 
    “It's pretty crazy that we bumped into each other, huh?” Angie pointed out eventually, with a nervous smile. “Almost like it's... fate, or something.” 
 
    “How can it be fate?” Susan snapped. 
 
    “I don't know. I don't even come up to London very often, I just had a day off and I thought I'd treat myself. It's my first time here in years. I was doing some window shopping, that's all, and then suddenly you're right in front of me. If I was religious, I'd almost feel like...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Susan thought back for a moment to the voice she'd heard, the one that had seemed to be guiding her through the streets. Was it possible, she wondered, that the voice had been leading her to Angie? The idea seemed ludicrous, but at the same time she couldn't help noticing that the voice had remained silent ever since they'd run into one another. Then again, she wasn't sure that some heavenly voice would have chosen to sound like a random English woman. 
 
    “Here's a thought,” Angie said suddenly. “Why don't you come back with me?” 
 
    Susan turned to her. 
 
    “Back to Crowford, I mean,” Angie continued. 
 
    Susan immediately shook her head. 
 
    “It wouldn't be that bad,” Angie said, “and it'd beat whatever you're doing up here, wouldn't it?” 
 
    “I can't go back.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I just can't!” 
 
    “You could live with me,” Angie told her. “I've got room, at least until you've got yourself sorted out.” 
 
    “You're not listening to me,” Susan said, getting to her feet and taking a step back. “I'm fine up here, I'm just waiting to find a room.” 
 
    “Really?” Angie looked her up and down for a moment. “Please don't take this the wrong way, but -” 
 
    “I know what I look like!” Susan snapped. “It's research!” 
 
    “Research?” 
 
    “For an article I'm writing,” Susan lied. 
 
    Angie furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Yeah, that's it,” Susan continued. “Don't you know anything about modern journalism? You have to live your story. The look. The feel. The style.” 
 
    “The smell?” 
 
    “Everything!” Susan said firmly, as another bus raced along the street. “And I really don't have time to sit around talking, because you're breaking the effect. I need to submerge myself in the reality of what it's like to be living rough in modern London.” 
 
    “And that's the truth?” Angie replied skeptically. “You're a reporter?” 
 
    “I have to go.” 
 
    “Well, can we at least keep in touch?” Angie asked, opening her bag and starting to root around inside. “I have my own telephone number now, can you believe that? You can phone my flat any time and -” 
 
    “I have to go.” 
 
    Feeling a flicker of pain in the side of her head, Susan turned and began to limp away. 
 
    “Wait!” Angie called after her. “Susie!” 
 
    Ignoring her, Susan made her way along the street, but the pain in her head was getting worse. She felt as if one side of her skull was trying to rattle free, as if her head might burst at any moment. After just a few more steps she began to wince with pain, and she realized she could still hear Angie's voice calling after her in the distance. Determined to get away, she stepped out into the street, but then she stopped just in time as another bus raced past. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that she had to be careful. The pain was blurring her vision now, but she was able to look along the road and see that there was no more big red buses heading her way. 
 
    Stepping out again, she focused on getting to the other side. 
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    Suddenly a man on a bicycle slammed straight into her, knocking her over and sending her crashing to the ground. She landed hard, and her chin bounced against the tarmac with such force that her whole head was jolted and she bit her tongue. As she heard the sound of a bicycle clattering over, she tried to roll onto her back, but the pain in her head was throbbing now, and a moment later she began to blink furiously in a desperate attempt to clear her vision. This, at least, finally began to work, and she saw that several concerned onlookers were gathering to check on her. 
 
    “I'm fine,” she murmured as she began to sit up. 
 
    The pain in her head remained constant for a few more seconds, before starting to fade just as Angie crouched next to her. 
 
    “You didn't look!” the cyclist said, clearly shocked, as he limped over. “You could have killed us both!” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Susan replied, as she felt a sharp pain in her right arm. 
 
    “Okay, you are not leaving my sight,” Angie said, reaching out and putting a hand on her shoulder. “Susie, you can't fool me with some story about working for a paper.” 
 
    Susan turned to her and tried to think of some new explanation, but deep down she already knew that nothing was going to work. 
 
    “You're coming back to Crowford with me,” Angie said firmly, “and I'm sorry, but this time I'm not taking no for an answer.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    The train shuddered slightly as it rattled through the night. 
 
    “Not long now,” Angie said with a bright, forced smile. “We should be in Crowford in just a few minutes. How does that make you feel?” 
 
    Susan opened her mouth to reply, but for a moment she wasn't quite sure how to answer. Turning, she looked out the window and saw nothing but darkness. She knew, however, that the lights of Crowford were out there somewhere, and she shuddered as she thought about walking those same streets again. 
 
    “It won't be so bad,” Angie continued. “You can stay at my place for as long as you want and I'll help you get back on your feet. You don't -” 
 
    “I'm not seeing my parents,” Susan said firmly. 
 
    “No-one said that you had to.” 
 
    “And I don't want you to tell them that I'm back.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
    Susan swallowed hard. 
 
    “It really will be okay, you know,” Angie added, reaching over and squeezing her knee. “I promise.” 
 
    Turning, Susan saw lights in the distance, and she felt a sickening sense of dread as she realized that after everything that had happened she was finally – inevitably, perhaps – about to return to her hometown. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” Angie asked, stepping aside so that Susan could see the room. “I've been using it as a dressing room, but it's not a bad little space. And as you can see, there's already a spare bed in here so...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Walking into the room, Susan looked around. The room was full of Angie's clothes, and she couldn't help but notice that her friend seemed to be doing really well. Making her way over to the window, she peered out at the darkness, and she could just about make out several fishing boats far down below on the beach. Moonlight was glittering on the sea, and for a moment Susan felt a flicker of disappointment in her chest. She'd tried to escape Crowford, but the town just hadn't let her go. Had she ever really had a chance? 
 
    “There's no time to waste.” 
 
    “Huh?” Susan replied, turning to Angie. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What did you mean?” Susan asked, before realizing that the voice had perhaps not sounded much like Angie after all. “Sorry. Forget it.” 
 
    “You know,” Angie said, “I can ask Mrs. Chalfont if she can find a shift or two for you. I think she liked you back in the day, and I know for a fact that there are some big nights coming up at the club.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Susan replied, before realizing that she probably sounded very ungrateful. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I suppose I should leave you alone for a bit,” Angie added. “Help yourself to anything in the kitchen, or anywhere else in the flat, and just take a little time to settle in. Don't rush yourself, okay?” She checked her watch. “I've got work at the department store first thing in the morning, so I should get to bed, but I'll leave a spare key on the counter. I'll leave some money with it, just what I can afford, so that you can go out tomorrow.” 
 
    “I don't need your charity.” 
 
    “It's not charity,” Angie replied, rushing over and putting her arms around her, hugging her tight. “I missed you so much, Susie, and I hated how we'd left things. I'm so glad you're back.” 
 
    “I'll be leaving again as soon as I've got things sorted.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” Angie told her, before stepping back, “but will you do me one favor? Please, for the love of all that's holy, take a bath. Because Susie... you stink!” 
 
    Susan hesitated, not really knowing how to react, and then – finally – she smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and once again she had tears in her eyes. “If I hadn't bumped into you today, I don't know what -” 
 
    “Enough with the emotional crap,” Angie said, grabbing her by the arm and leading her back out into the corridor. “Right now, you really need that bath. Now move it!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing in the bathroom, finally clean, Susan finished getting dressed and then she looked at herself in the mirror. She'd managed to avoid seeing her reflection for the best part of a year, mainly because she'd been afraid of how she might appear, and now she was shocked by her own gaunt, tired features. 
 
    “Wow,” she whispered, leaning closer and taking a better look. 
 
    The dark patches remained under her eyes, but they were the least of her concerns. She realized that her face appeared harsher somehow, and a little more angular, and that there was a slightly hazy tint to her eyes. She told herself that a few good meals would do wonders, but she was still horrified by the thought that she'd changed so much. In fact, she wasn't even sure that her parents would recognize her if they bumped into her in the street. 
 
    Realizing that she needed to get some sleep, she headed to the door and made her way out of the bathroom, and then she stopped as she heard music and voices coming from the living room. She stepped over to the doorway and looked through, and she was surprised to see that Angie was sitting on the sofa, talking to a man. 
 
    “Oh,” Angie said as soon as she spotted her, “hey, Susie, meet Oliver.” 
 
    “Hi, Susie,” Oliver said with a smile and a little wave. 
 
    “Hi,” Susan said a little awkwardly. 
 
    “Oliver just pops over sometimes and we listen to music,” Angie explained, sitting up straight as the L.P. continued to turn on a record player in the corner. “I'm sorry, I know I said I was going to bed, but then Oliver knocked on the door. We can turn the music down if you want.” 
 
    “No, it's fine,” Susan told her. 
 
    “I was just telling Angie about some of the new records I picked up,” Oliver said as he got to his feet and hurried over to the player. He removed one L.P. and set another on to play. “I like to find obscure stuff, things that most people overlook. This one's really old-fashioned, it's music from the 1920's and 1930's, but I dig it.” 
 
    “Oliver's got very unusual tastes,” Angie said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Music's my thing,” Oliver explained. “It's all I live for.” 
 
    Susan opened her mouth to let them know that she was going to bed, but at that moment the music started to play and she heard what sounded like an old big band piece. Usually she had little interest in that kind of music, but something about this particular piece seemed to awaken something in her, and after a moment she stepped into the room. 
 
    “Would you like a glass of wine?” Angie asked. “I shouldn't be drinking when I've got work in the morning, but... I suppose I'm just being a little bit naughty!” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Susan said, stepping past Oliver and looking down at the L.P. as it spun on the player. “This sounds...” 
 
    Familiar. 
 
    She had no idea how, but she felt certain that she'd heard the music before. The more she tried to remember, the more she felt as if the music was actually entering her mind, to the extent that she finally began to sway slightly. 
 
    “Look at her!” Angie laughed. “My oldest friend, Susan Jones, a girl who could never dance in her life, has actually found the beat!” 
 
    “No, it's not that,” Susan replied, even as the music swelled in her heart, “it's just...” 
 
    She couldn't explain, but the music was awakening something in her, something that felt simultaneously familiar and alien. It was almost as if another soul was opening its eyes within her body, and after a moment – without really realizing what was happening – she turned and began to dance gently across the room, lost in the sheer power of the recording. Somewhere deep inside, she felt a faint sense of embarrassment, but this was almost immediately overshadowed by a blossoming love of the music itself, and soon she was dancing all around the room, deliriously wrapped up in a world of her own. 
 
    When she moved her arms, she felt other arms inside them; when she turned, she felt as if another soul was turning for her. She began to smile, except she could somehow tell that it wasn't really her own smile at all. Quite what was happening, she didn't know, but it felt wonderful and faintly terrifying at the same time, and it lasted for so long that she only stopped when – eventually – the first side of the L.P. came to an end. 
 
    Startled, she looked around and saw that Angie and Oliver were staring at her with shocked expressions. After a few seconds, however, Angie began to applaud. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Susan murmured, “I don't know what -” 
 
    “That was amazing!” Angie told her. “You were like some flapper from the old days! I never knew that you had something like that in you, Susie. Where did it come from?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Susan replied, blushing as she began to worry that she'd made a fool of myself. “How long was I dancing for?” 
 
    “Almost three-quarters of an hour!” 
 
    “That was quite something,” Oliver told her. “Where did you learn to dance like that?” 
 
    “I didn't,” Susan said, turning and hurrying to the door, still beetroot-red from the embarrassment. “I really should get to bed now, I'm sorry for disturbing you.” 
 
    “You rock, Susie!” Angie called after her. “We'll make a good-time girl out of you yet!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Morning light revealed that little had changed in the year since Susan had left Crowford. The same fishing boats were on the beach, and she even recognized some of the cars and people who wandered along the promenade far below the flat's windows. 
 
    Although she'd promised to drop by the department store and see Angie at work, Susan still hadn't quite summoned the courage to leave the flat. She'd spent most of the morning getting used to her surroundings, but she knew that at some point she was going to have to go back out and walk the streets that she'd once thought she was leaving far behind. Sure, she was scared of running into people she knew, and of having to come up with some lie about where she'd been, but beyond that she was absolutely terrified by the thought of going anywhere near the cinema. 
 
    “I saw his body!” she remembered Sam shouting, and she also remembered the thud as he'd pushed her against the wall at the hospital. “How thick do you have to be to not understand? The man is dead, and do you know what else I know? He wouldn't be dead if that gang of animals hadn't stormed the cinema and caused all of this to happen. So before you think about telling me to calm down, you need to take a good long look at yourself and realize what you've done!” 
 
    She remembered trying to answer him, but she'd been unable to say a word. Deep down, she'd known – even back then – that he was right. 
 
    “Get out of here,” he'd sneered, shoving her hard. “Go!” 
 
    The thought of anything like that happening again was enough to send a shiver through her body. At the same time, she knew that she had to go and see Sam, that it was the only right thing to do. And as she stood at the window and checked her watch, and saw that it was almost lunchtime, she realized that there was no time like the present. Turning, she grabbed the coat that Angie had let her borrow, and she headed to the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Standing in the doorway, looking into the foyer, Susan instantly felt as if she was making a terrible mistake. She could see Sam sitting in the office, and she began to turn to leave, only to freeze as soon as he looked up at her. 
 
    She waited, convinced that he was going to yell at her and tell her to get the hell out of his sight, but instead he got to his feet and walked through into the foyer, and then he stopped. 
 
    “Hey,” she said again, “I know I'm probably the last person you ever want to see again, but I just wanted to come and see how things are going, and to...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she realized that she wasn't entirely sure why she'd felt compelled to return to the cinema, although after a few seconds she began to understand. 
 
    “I'm so sorry about what happened last year,” she said finally, speaking so quickly that she stumbled over some of her words, “and about your uncle, and about letting everyone down, and about the fact that I basically screwed everything up.” She could feel tears in her eyes again, but she knew that she had to stay strong. “I'm sorry that I couldn't save Harry – I mean, Mr. Gough – and I just want you to know that if I could take any of it back, I would. I'd do anything to make things okay again.” 
 
    She waited, but for a moment Sam said nothing. 
 
    “Do you still now how to deal with paperwork?” he asked finally. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “Because I'm struggling,” he continued. “Frankly, I'm doing worse than Harry, and if you could see your way to giving me a hand, I'd be really grateful.” 
 
    Staring at him, she tried to work out what he really meant. 
 
    “It's okay, though,” he told her, “I understand if you'd rather not. After everything I said to you last time, I mean.” 
 
    With that, he turned and headed back into the office. Susan watched as he sat down and got to work, and after a few seconds she realized that she had to at least go and see what he was doing. She glanced around, and then she made her way across the foyer and stopped in the next doorway. 
 
    “I can't get my head around this stuff,” Sam said with a sigh, leaning back in his chair. “I think they do it to deliberately mess with people. Every year, there are more and more forms, and I'm honestly starting to believe that it's all some big plan to drive people like me out of business so that everyone has to have some kind of university degree just to run a goddamn cinema.” He sighed again. “Or is it possible that I'm a complete moron?” 
 
    “It looks like you've got the wrong papers for the tax filings,” she said cautiously, stepping into the room and walking around the desk, then looking down at the documents. “See,” she continued, already moving some of the papers into different piles, “these forms are for two completely different things, but they look quite similar and you seem to have mixed them up.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “It's difficult at the start, when you don't know how it works. I worked in Mr. Shriver's office one summer. You know, the accountant?” 
 
    Sam nodded. 
 
    “I can fix this,” she continued. “It won't even take that long, I can probably have it all done by the end of the day.” 
 
    “So I could leave you to do it, and I could go and fix the projector instead of wasting my time on this stuff?” 
 
    “Of course,” she told him. 
 
    Getting to his feet, he stretched as he walked around the desk and headed to the door. 
 
    “You've just about saved my bacon there, Susie,” he said, before stopping and looking back at her as she took a seat. “Is there anything I can get you while you're working? Tea? Coffee?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I'm fine.” 
 
    “You know where I'll be if you need me,” he told her, before wandering out of the room, still stretching his arms. “Man, I'm not made for paperwork. If I never sit behind another desk in my entire life, it'll be too soon.” 
 
    Somewhat stunned by the development, Susie listened to the sound of him heading up the stairs, and then she looked back down at the papers. She'd told the truth about her summer job with Mr. Shriver, and she was confident that she could get everything sorted within a few hours. She just wished that she'd had a chance to talk to Sam properly, to tell him everything she was thinking. Figuring that she might get that chance later, however, she resolved to focus on the paperwork first, so she began by trying to separate out all the different documents that had ended up mixed together. 
 
    “That goes there,” she muttered as she made one pile, “and that goes there, and that goes over there...” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I'm done,” she said finally, several hours later, as she looked up from the paperwork and saw that Sam had come back down to check on her. “It's all ready to be filed.” 
 
    “That quickly, huh?” 
 
    “It's almost seven,” she pointed out, checking her watch. “Why aren't you opening?” 
 
    “We've cut back our days,” he told her, as he leaned against the jamb. “We only have screenings on Fridays and Saturdays now, and only in the evenings. Any other times just weren't working. To be honest, the Empire's taken a bit of a dive over the past year without Harry. It's getting harder and harder just to pay the bills to keep the place open. I don't know whether people are genuinely not so interested in coming anymore, or whether Harry just had some magic way of holding everything together, but sooner or later something's got to give.” 
 
    Susan waited for him to continue, but after a few seconds she realized that now was her chance. 
 
    “About last year,” she said cautiously, “again, I just -” 
 
    “Do you want to see something cool?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe, but I wanted to let you know that -” 
 
    “This way,” he said, stepping back and nodding toward the stairs. “Come on.” 
 
    “Can we just talk about -” 
 
    “Last one up there's a wet blanket,” he added, heading out of sight and making his way back up toward the cinema's upper floor. 
 
    “Hey, wait!” she called out, getting to her feet and hurrying after him. “Listen, I really need to talk to you about what happened last year!” 
 
    She looked up the stairs, but she could already hear Sam walking along one of the corridors up there, and she quickly realized that she was going to have to go after him. She felt as if she really hadn't managed to get her point across yet, so – after glancing around for a moment to make sure that there were no other options – she headed to the stairs and made her way up to find Sam. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Pushing open the metal door, Susan cautiously stepped out onto the roof of the cinema and then stopped as she saw the vast starry sky above. For a moment, looking around, she ignored the cold and she could only focus on the fact that she had a perfect panoramic view of the entire town. 
 
    “Wow,” she whispered, having never been up onto the roof before, “it's...” 
 
    Suddenly she saw Sam sitting cross-legged on the floor, a little further over toward the front of the building, bathed in the light from the red 'Empire' sign. She hesitated, convinced that he looked like someone who wanted to be left alone, but then she remembered that he'd specifically asked her to join him. She still hung back for a few seconds, before finally – from somewhere – summoning the strength to walk over. 
 
    “Isn't it beautiful?” he asked as she reached him. 
 
    “It's incredible,” she replied, unable to keep from turning around again to look at the lights of the town on one side, and then the darkness of the sea on the other. 
 
    “You live up near the old mill area, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, but -” 
 
    “Look at it,” he said, turning and pointing toward the rows of lights they could both see on a gentle hill to the west of the town. “Look at all those houses. I suppose one of them is yours.” 
 
    “I suppose it is,” she replied, thinking of her parents. 
 
    “Sometimes I sit up here and I wonder how it's possible for so many people to live in this crazy little town,” he told her. “Look at those houses, all in their neat little lines. Think of all the lives that rumble on in each of those houses. Sometimes I see a light flick on, or off, and I try to imagine what that person's up to right now.” He paused. “Do I sound completely crazy?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” she replied with a smile, possibly her first genuine smile for a very long time. 
 
    “And there's Mill Road,” he continued, pointing at the snaking road that could be seen winding its way up from the beach toward the hill, and then he pointed toward the other end of town. “That's the golf club up there, and you can also see some of the pubs. They really stand out.” 
 
    “Sam -” 
 
    “And of course there's the center of town,” he added, pointing at the main street. “Look how many lights there are there. From up here, you can literally see the whole of Crowford. Makes you realize how big the place is, huh?” 
 
    “It certainly does.” 
 
    “Let's not forget France, though.” 
 
    “France?” 
 
    She turned and looked out to sea, and she realized she could just about make out a faint glow on the horizon. 
 
    “You ever been?” Sam asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You ever left the country.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Me neither, but I've got all these plans.” He paused, still looking at the light of the continent in the distance. “People sometimes make fun of me for talking about leaving and never actually doing it,” he continued, “but they don't understand. When I hit the road, I want to do it in style, otherwise what's the point? When I talk about getting out of Crowford, I don't mean a day-trip here and there, or moving somewhere a few hours away. I mean traveling the world. I mean Europe, and Asia, and Australia, and Africa, and America. That's how much of the world I wanna see. It's worth waiting for, too, until I know I can do it right.” 
 
    He held up a ring that hung from a chain around his neck. 
 
    “This belonged to my father,” he explained. “He died years ago, and he never set foot outside Crowford his whole life. One day I'm going to take him all around the world. Sad, huh?” 
 
    Susan hesitated, before sitting next to him. 
 
    “I never should have said those things to you last year,” he added. 
 
    “Sam, I was -” 
 
    “No, listen,” he said, interrupting her. “A few days later I called your parents' house and tried to talk to you, but they told me you'd already left. I wanted to tell you that I was wrong, that I never should have acted the way that I did. I was in shock after Harry's death, but that's no excuse. To be honest, I'd assumed that I'd never have a chance to say any of this to your face. I figured you were off living a swanky new life in London and that you'd have forgotten about all of us in Crowford by now.” 
 
    “I could never do that,” she replied, before reminding herself that there was no need to tell him exactly what she'd been doing in the city. 
 
    She looked over at the lights of the town center for a moment, and then she turned to Sam. 
 
    “I'd do anything to see Harry again,” she told him. 
 
    “Me too,” he replied, “but if the old man taught me anything, it's that we have to keep looking to the future. The past might be fun, but the future... the future's where it's at.” 
 
    “You really believe that, huh?” 
 
    He turned to her. 
 
    “I really do,” he said, and for a moment they both fell silent. 
 
    Although she felt she should turn away, Susan nevertheless found herself unable to do so; instead, she looked into Sam's eyes and felt a growing, tingling sense of anticipation in her chest, a sensation that she'd never really experienced before. Something was about to happen, she knew that much, and after a few seconds she saw Sam lean a little closer, and she realized that he was looking at her lips. In a rush, she understood to her immense surprise that he was about to kiss her, and – even more surprisingly – that she was going to let him. 
 
    Suddenly a bang caused them both to look down toward the street, and they saw several people racing past on bikes. 
 
    “I swear,” Sam said, “sometimes I think those things are gunshots.” 
 
    Susan turned to him, wondering whether the moment had been entirely lost. 
 
    “Do you want to get out of here and maybe grab a drink?” he asked. “I don't know about you, but I sure could do with feeling like a normal person, at least for a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I'll be back in a moment,” Susan said a short while later, as she got to her feet and left Sam sitting at the table in the corner of The Crowford Royal. 
 
    After picking her way carefully through the late-night crowd, she managed to reach the bathroom. As she pushed the door open, she couldn't help but feel that her date with Sam was going well. Sure, they hadn't managed to get back to the moment when they'd almost kissed, but she felt that they were both waiting for another chance. Then again, as she made her way to one of the cubicles, she couldn't help wondering whether she'd misread the whole situation. Were they really on a 'date' at all? Or was Sam simply being friendly? 
 
    Once she was done in the cubicle, she headed to the sinks and washed her hands. Glancing at her reflection in the mirror, she was once again shocked by how gaunt she appeared, although she quickly reminded herself that a year living rough in London was bound to have left a few marks. 
 
    She looked down at her hands and dried them on a towel hanging next to the sink, and then – realizing that she perhaps needed to be more interesting for Sam – she tried to think of something she could do or say to make him laugh. She decided to try talking to him about films, and then she glanced at herself one more time in the mirror, hoping to make herself a little more presentable. 
 
    “They're going to do it again!” the woman in the reflection screamed. 
 
    Grabbing the sides of the sink, Susan was powerless to pull away as her own reflection twisted and churned, and as her face became the face of some other, older woman with dark, hollowed-out eyes. 
 
    “You have to stop them!” the woman shouted. 
 
    Again, Susan tried to pull away, but after a moment she felt herself leaning forward toward the glass, as if some other force had control of her body. 
 
    “I won't let them do it again,” she sneered, like a puppet being controlled by the woman in her own reflection. “If they haven't learned their lesson from last time, I'll make sure they learn it now!” 
 
    As she tried to regain control of her body, Susan felt a great, shaking anger starting to tremble in her bones. The anger seemed to be bubbling up from some hidden part of her mind, and after a moment she realized that the woman in the mirror had a very familiar voice. It was the same voice she'd heard so many times before, including her time in London, and now it seemed to have burst out in all its fury. 
 
    “They will learn,” Susan found herself sneering as blood began to dribble from one corner of her mouth. “They will pay!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    “I'm sorry I took a turn back there,” Susan said as she and Sam made their way to the front door of Angie's building. “I just felt very strange for a few minutes while I was in the bathroom.” 
 
    “You've had a big day,” he suggested. 
 
    “I'm fine now,” she told him, taking a deep breath and wiping the corner of her mouth again, just to make sure that there was no more blood. “Really, I am.” 
 
    As those words left her lips, she knew that they were as much for her own sake as for his; the woman in the mirror had vanished as quickly as she'd appeared, but Susan felt that she was still lurking inside somewhere, threatening to burst back out at any moment. That prospect filled her with terror, and she simply wanted to get up into the flat so that there was no risk of Sam seeing her like that. 
 
    “This is me,” she said, stopping at the door and turning to him. “Thank you again for walking me, you didn't have to.” 
 
    “Call me old-fashioned,” he replied, and then an awkward silence fell between them. 
 
    “I should go in now,” Susan said, worried that something bad might happen if they kissed. “It's late, and I have a lot to do tomorrow, and I'm sure you do too.” 
 
    “Sure,” he stammered, before stepping closer, “but first -” 
 
    “Goodnight,” she added, turning and unlocking the door. Her hand was shaking, but she managed to get the door open and she quickly stepped into the hallway before turning to him. 
 
    She could instantly see that Sam was confused, but after a moment he took a step back. 
 
    “Goodnight,” he said with a faint smile, before turning and starting to walk away. 
 
    Although she desperately wanted to explain herself, Susan simply watched him disappearing into the night. She told herself that she'd done the right thing, that she couldn't possibly kiss someone while she wasn't even in full control of her own body. She still hadn't quite worked out what had happened to her earlier, or where the voice kept coming from, but she knew that somehow she had to deal with the situation. 
 
    After shutting the door, she stood all alone in the dark hallway, and then she began to make her way up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Angie called out, bounding through from the living room as soon as Susan stepped through the flat's front door. “You're back! I need you to help me solve a crisis!” 
 
    “Actually,” Susan said, “if you don't mind, I -” 
 
    “Well, it's not actually my crisis,” Angie continued, “it's more Mrs. Chalfont's crisis, she's been on the phone just now begging me to go and work at the club tomorrow night. Apparently all the regular girls have refused to work at this month's big dinner because some of the members got a little too familiar last time, if you catch my drift. I suppose you could say that they're on strike. Anyway, she's offered me double pay if I work tomorrow night, and she also asked me if I know anyone who'd take the same deal.” 
 
    Still a little dazed, Susan didn't immediately realize what her friend was suggesting. 
 
    “I told her you'd do it,” Angie added finally, grabbing her by the arms and giving her a gentle shake. “If you add the rate we're being offered to the tips that'll inevitably flow, we're going to be stinking rich by the end of tomorrow evening. Well, not rich, but it's certainly too good an offer to pass up. You're in, aren't you? I already told her that I had someone, and I kinda like her to think that I'm reliable. That way she always calls me when she's in a bind, and I get that sweet bonus money.” 
 
    “I don't know,” Susan replied cautiously, “I'm not feeling too -” 
 
    “I know it's not exactly your kind of thing,” Angie said, “but it really wasn't that bad last time, was it?” 
 
    Susan tried to think of a better way to politely decline, but a moment later Angie hurried back into the living room. 
 
    “It's going to be so much fun working with you again, Susie,” she called back. “Don't worry we'll put those posh bastards in their place if they try anything.” 
 
    “Actually,” Susan replied, her voice sounding a little weak, “I think I might be busy tomorrow evening. I was going to see if Sam needs any help at the cinema.” 
 
    “He can manage without you for one night!” 
 
    “I know, but I really think that I owe him.” 
 
    “Please, Susie, I've already told Mrs. Chalfont that I've got her covered.” 
 
    Susan hesitated, before turning to go into her room. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she murmured, “but -” 
 
    “No!” the voice in her head shouted, and suddenly Susan fell back and slammed against the wall, knocking several coats off the rack. 
 
    She froze, shocked by the voice's return, and a moment later she spotted her own face reflected in a mirror next to the door. She waited, terrified in case she saw the other woman again. She knew she might be imagining things, but somehow she could feel that other face starting to rise once more through her body, threatening to emerge. 
 
    “So you'll do it, right?” Angie yelled. “Come on through and hang out with me for a few minutes, Susie. I promise no-one's coming to visit tonight. It'll be just you and me.” 
 
    “I can't,” Susan whispered, but she immediately knew that those words were a mistake. 
 
    She took a couple of deep breaths, and she was already starting to understand that she had no choice. The other woman, the one who'd appeared in the mirror at the pub, wanted her to go and work at the golf club, and Susan was afraid of what might happen if she tried to disobey. She felt trapped in her own body, but already – as she realized that she had to take up Angie's offer – she could tell that the woman's presence was starting to subside a little. 
 
    “I have to,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Is that a yes?” Angie called out. 
 
    Susan swallowed hard, before stepping over to the door and looking through to see Angie sitting on the sofa. 
 
    “I don't seem to have a choice.” 
 
    “That's the spirit,” Angie said, before patting one of the cushions. “Come on, keep me company, I'm bored.” She paused for a moment. “Don't take this the wrong way, Susie,” she added cautiously, “but you don't look...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “I'm fine,” Susan replied, although she was aware that she sounded very stiff. Hoping to prove that nothing was wrong, she made her way over and sat down, but now she was worried that some hint of that other voice might be mixed in with her own. 
 
    She glanced over at Angie. 
 
    “I'm here,” Angie said, “if you want to talk about anything.” 
 
    “Honestly, I'm fine.” 
 
    “Are you...” 
 
    Again, Angie paused. 
 
    “Are you sure about that, Susie? 'Cause if you want, I can totally find someone else to work with me at the club tomorrow night. I don't want you to feel like I'm absolutely forcing you.” 
 
    “No,” Susan replied, even though nothing would have given her greater pleasure than ducking out of the job, “it's alright, I'll come with you.” 
 
    Even as she felt a sense of dread at those words, she realized that the other presence in her soul seemed satisfied. 
 
    “I need a drink,” Angie said, getting to her feet and heading across the room. “What do you think of my fancy booze cabinet, huh? I'm a real classy lady. Can I get you something?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Susan told her. 
 
    As Angie grabbed a bottle, Susan sat rigidly on the sofa and tried to tell herself that everything would be alright. She had no idea what the woman in the mirror wanted, but she managed to cling to the hope that if she just gave in this time, she might be able to make the woman happy. Whoever she was, the woman seemed to have been responsible for guiding Susan all the way back to Crowford, and Susan realized that this might have worked out in her favor; after all, without the woman's influence, she might well have died in the city. She could only hope that soon she'd be able to figure out exactly what was happening, and that she'd be able to give the woman what she wanted, and that then she might finally be free again. 
 
    “The future's looking bright,” Angie said as she flopped down onto the sofa with a glass. “I can feel it in my gut. Things are looking up, Susie. Cheers! To the future!” 
 
    “Cheers,” Susan replied, trying to muster some enthusiasm. “To the future.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “You can do this,” Susan whispered the following evening, staring at her own eyes in the mirror, watching for any hint of someone else staring back at her. “You really don't have a choice.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ah!” the man with the big mustache roared, as light from the chandelier reflected in his glasses. “Here come the ladies now!” 
 
    Balancing a tray of drinks, wearing the club's usual skimpy pink uniform and cat ears, Susan made her way across the room and stopped at the head of the table. She was fully aware that everyone was staring at her, but she managed to keep a smile on her face as she began to place the drinks in front of the various members. She'd found that she was very good at remembering each person's order, and that for the most part she was able to perform her duties in a somewhat robotic manner. She was pushing on through the evening, and all she could hope was that the dinner would pass without any kind of disturbance. 
 
    “You must tell us all your name,” Roger Bell – one of the key hosts for the evening – said as he watched Susan work. 
 
    “Susan, Sir,” she replied. 
 
    “Susan what?” 
 
    “Susan Jones, Sir.” 
 
    “Susan Jones? I don't think I know your family. Are you a Crowford girl, Susan Jones?” 
 
    “I am, Sir.” 
 
    “Through and through, eh?” 
 
    She glanced at him as she set his drink down. 
 
    “You're very polite, Susan Jones,” he continued, “but I think I detect a little spark in you. A little get-up-and-go that's sorely lacking in this town. I'm rarely wrong about such things.” 
 
    “I really don't know what you mean, Sir,” she said, before stepping around him so that she could put out the last few drinks. All she wanted was to get back to the bar for a brief respite before attending to one of the other tables. 
 
    “We're going to be retiring to the drawing room shortly,” Mr. Bell continued, watching Susan carefully. “I think I'd like you to work our table in there, Susan Jones. I've taken rather a shine to you.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but at that moment he placed a hand on her arm. Feeling a shiver pass through her chest, she instinctively pulled away, almost dropping the tray in the process. 
 
    “No need to fret, dear,” he told her with a grin. “You're among friends here. And you really don't need to be so formal with me. Please, call me Roger.” 
 
    “I should get to the next table,” she replied. 
 
    “Well, I'll see you in the drawing room soon,” he chuckled, making no attempt to disguise the fact that he was looking her up and down, almost as if he was assessing her for some purpose. “Yes, I very much look forward to that.” 
 
    Turning, she began to carry the tray back over to the bar. 
 
    “He's one of them,” the woman's voice said in her head, filled with pent-up rage. “Look how fat and bloated he's become. Look how happy he is with his lot in life. He won't be so happy soon.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Susan whispered, stopping at the bar and putting the tray down. 
 
    “I want them to pay for what they did to me,” the voice replied, “and I want to make sure that they can never do it to anyone else ever again.” 
 
    “But what do you need me for?” 
 
    She waited, but now the voice had fallen silent again. Although she desperately wanted to understand the voice's motivation, and how it had ended up in her head, she told herself that she simply had to stay strong. She couldn't be seen talking to herself, or struggling in any way, so she took a moment to pull herself together and then she glanced at herself in the mirror behind the bar. All she saw was her own, somewhat frightened, face staring back. 
 
    “Susan?” Mrs. Chalfont called out from one of the other rooms. “Can you come and help me in the kitchen for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “They all have very healthy appetites tonight, that's for sure,” Mrs. Chalfont muttered as she placed some more biscuits on the plates in the kitchen. “They've usually retired for their discussions by this point in the evening. I can tell that tonight's going to be a late one.” 
 
    “We can stay on for as long as you need us,” Angie told her. 
 
    “You'll be compensated accordingly.” 
 
    “We know,” Angie said brightly, winking at Susan before taking an overflowing plate and carrying it back across the kitchen. “We're always happy to help out, Mrs. Chalfont.” 
 
    “I wasn't sure about that girl at first,” Mrs. Chalfont muttered, as Angie left the room, “but to be honest she's turned out to be very dependable.” She glanced at Susan. “I hope the members aren't causing you any discomfort, dear. A little horseplay is to be expected, but if any of them overstep the mark, you must be sure to tell me. Contrary to what some of them might wish to believe, we have rules around here and I make no apology for enforcing them.” 
 
    “It's fine,” Susan replied, glancing over at the counter and seeing assorted knives laid out. For a few seconds, she felt unable to look away. 
 
    “Let's hope that this is enough for them tonight,” Mrs. Chalfont continued as she began to swap a few items from one plate to the next. “Be a dear and start putting them out while I go and see what else we've got in the pantry.” 
 
    Muttering to herself, Mrs. Chalfont hurried off to the far end of the kitchen and disappeared through into another room, leaving Susan standing all alone. 
 
    Reaching out to take two of the plates, Susan suddenly hesitated as she realized she could feel the strange voice scratching at the back of her mind. 
 
    “You know I need you to do this for me,” the voice whispered. “I've waited too long to let them get away with their crimes.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Susan whispered. “Are you...” 
 
    She paused for a moment, almost too afraid to say the name. 
 
    “Are you Winifred Thorpe? Are you the woman I saw at the Empire?” 
 
    “There isn't much time,” the voice continued. “I know they're planning to do it soon, I can feel the evil approaching.” 
 
    “I'm not -” 
 
    “Don't argue with me!” the voice snapped angrily, and Susan winced as she felt a flicker of pain in the side of her head. “You stupid girl, you don't need to understand, you simply need to obey. I should like to think that I've shown that I have your best interests at heart. After all, I stopped you leaping to your death in the Thames, didn't I?” 
 
    “That was me,” Susan replied. “I stopped myself.” 
 
    “Oh please,” the voice said, “you haven't done much yourself for a very long time.” 
 
    “Why are you in my head?” Susan asked. “You can't be, not really. I must be imagining you.” 
 
    “I can force you to cooperate,” the voice told her. “Is that what you want? I've been kind to you so far, but I can be harsher if necessary.” 
 
    Before Susan was able to answer, she felt the pain bursting through her head. As her vision became patchy, she stumbled forward and dropped to her knees, and she clung desperately to the side of the counter in an attempt to keep from toppling all the way over. The pain was getting stronger and stronger, and she felt as if her skull might be about to crack open; at the same time she could sense the woman's presence churning through her mind. 
 
    “Stop!” she gasped. “Please, I'll do anything, just stop it hurting!” 
 
    Tasting blood in the back of her throat now, she reached around and tried to grab the other counter. She had no idea where to go, but she told herself that she needed help from someone. She'd tried to deal with the presence herself, she'd tried pushing it away and she'd also tried living with it, but now she realized that her only hope was to find someone – a doctor, perhaps – who might know what was happening, and who might be able to work out how to set her free. As the pain twisted and grew, she began to worry that it was never going to leave her alone. 
 
    “Just stop!” she continued, with tears streaming down her face. “I'll give you anything you want, just -” 
 
    Suddenly the pain vanished, and Susan let out an agonized gasp as her vision returned. She waited, breathless, for a few seconds before getting to her feet. All she wanted to do was run away, but as she looked down at the knives she realized that she had no choice but to obey the voice and hope that eventually she'd be set free. 
 
    Reaching out, she took one of the larger knives and set it on the tray, and then she picked up the plates. 
 
    “That's better,” the voice purred. “You know where to find them. It's time to end their evil once and for all.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    By the time Susan reached the drawing room, she could hear several of the men laughing inside. The door had been left slightly ajar, and she hesitated for a moment as she heard glasses clinking and voices chattering away. 
 
    “I spoke to Vivian Grace this afternoon,” Roger Bell was saying, “and she's ready to move ahead with the plan. I must say, that woman has a good head on her shoulders, she reminds me a great deal of her late father. At least one of those sisters knows how to run a business.” 
 
    “So it's settled, then?” another man asked. 
 
    “Doesn't this strike anyone else as rather irritating?” a third man added. “We're essentially doing the same thing that was done thirty years ago. Shouldn't we have a less troublesome strategy by now?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Roger replied, “but evidently that cinema is determined to cling on. We've tried some subtle nudges, and so far nothing has worked. It's time to settle the matter once and for all. The Crowford Empire is on its last legs, it's not as if we're going to be destroying a thriving business. We're just going to... ease it on its way a little.” 
 
    Feeling a flicker of fear in her chest, Susan realized that the men were clearly discussing something that she wasn't supposed to overhear. 
 
    “I knew that rabble wouldn't do much last year,” another voice said. “I told you all, hiring a bunch of hoodlums to cause trouble at the cinema was never going to get it closed down.” 
 
    “The old guy did drop dead of a heart attack as a result.” 
 
    “Yes, and we all thought the cinema would keel over as soon as he did. Look how that worked out.” 
 
    Shocked, Susan realized that the marauding gang the previous year had apparently been paid to disrupt the cinema. 
 
    “We did our best,” another voice said, and she realized that she recognized Charlie Evans, the guy who'd briefly dated Angie. “Let's stop arguing about the past, and let's focus instead on what we're going to do for the future. Vivian Grace is right, a bingo hall would likely make far more money. We need to think about how we push the economy of the whole town forward in a way that gives us a good return. Plus, the plebs'll flock to the place, so it's a win-win for everyone.” 
 
    All the voices murmured their agreement. Susan began to turn to walk away, but at that moment she felt the presence once again seething in her bones. 
 
    “Listen to them,” the voice in her head snarled. “Some of those men are the same ones who had the music hall burned down thirty years ago. Now they want to do the exact same thing to the cinema.” 
 
    “I'll tell the police and -” 
 
    “Don't be naive! The police won't do a thing!” 
 
    Again, Susan tried to leave, but she was instantly snapped back into position. 
 
    “I burned to death in those flames,” the voice continued. “By the time I realized what was happening, there was no way out. I know they didn't mean for anyone to get trapped in the place, but that doesn't excuse them. I've waited all these years to make them pay, I had to get stronger and I had to find someone who could serve me. I'm sorry that you have to be the one, but I hope you can console yourself with the thought that at least you'll be taking a stand against the evil that festers in this town.” 
 
    “Please,” Susan whispered, “I -” 
 
    Before she could finish, her body lurched forward, pushing the door open. She almost fell, but she just about managed to remain upright and she was able to keep the plates from sliding off the trays. 
 
    “Ah, there she is,” Roger said with a broad grin. “Susan Jones, isn't it? Yes, I'm very good with names. Susan Jones, please bring those refreshments over. We're all dying of starvation here.” 
 
    After taking a moment to settle her nerves, Susan began to make her way across the room. She still wanted to run, but she'd accepted now that the voice in her head would never let that happen. Instead, she began to set the plates down on the table, even as the various men ogled her. Glancing at Charlie, she felt a ripple of genuine hatred as she realized that he and his buddies had been the ones responsible for Harry's death, and that they'd been paid to trash the cinema that night. She had to force herself to keep from lunging at him. 
 
    “That's right,” the voice in her head said calmly, “feel the same anger that I feel.” 
 
    “I need to find something in the office,” Roger said suddenly. “Susan Jones, I'd like you to come and help me with a very important matter.” 
 
    “Here we go,” one of the men chuckled, and several of the others began to laugh. 
 
    “Calm your fetid minds!” Roger roared, and then he too began to grin from ear to ear. “I merely require some assistance from this lovely young lady, and I very much hope that she'll be willing to oblige.” He turned to her. “You wouldn't turn an old fellow down, would you?” 
 
    “She can always stay in here and entertain us,” Charlie said with a grin. 
 
    “Please ignore my associates,” Roger added. “Their minds, alas, reside permanently in the gutter.” 
 
    “I'd be happy to help in any way that I can, Sir,” Susan told Roger, and she felt a flicker of steely determination in her chest, just enough to let her know that she'd made the right choice. 
 
    “Dear me,” Roger muttered, struggling somewhat to haul himself up from his chair, “I'm certainly getting on these days. My knees aren't what they used to be.” 
 
    “All the more reason to not exert yourself,” Charlie suggested, still eyeing Susan. 
 
    “Come along, young lady,” Roger said, gesturing for him to follow as he began to slowly make his way toward a door at the far end of the drawing room. “Let's leave these young bucks to their rakish jokes, and you can help me with a few things through here.” 
 
    “I can think of one thing he wants help with,” Charlie said to the man next to him, and then the others all began to laugh. 
 
    Trying to ignore them, Susan made her way around the table, although she flinched as Charlie suddenly reached over and slapped her hard on the rear. She froze for a moment and almost turned to slap him, but at the last moment she realized that she didn't want to give him the satisfaction. Instead, she set off again after Roger. 
 
    “Nice try,” one of the men said to Charlie, “but next time, I think you'll have to do it even harder.” 
 
    Reaching the door to the little office, Susan saw that Roger had just about made it to the desk, where he'd stopped to examine some papers. 
 
    “Come in,” he muttered, waving at her. “Shut the door.” 
 
    Susan hesitated, before stepping into the room and carefully bumping the door shut. Now that the sound of the other men was muffled, she began to note the calm quiet of the office, although after a few seconds she realized that the voice in her head was stirring once more. 
 
    “Look at him,” the voice said, dripping with hatred as Roger continued to look at the papers. “Thirty years on, and time hasn't been very kind to him. He's old now, and infirm. I remember when he was a young fool who came to the music hall. He's far from the only one who has to pay for what happened, but I think it's appropriate that he should be the first. And I want him to know exactly who's responsible.” 
 
    Looking down, Susan saw that her right hand was reaching for the knife on the tray. Trying not to panic, she quickly set the tray down and took a step away, but at that moment the pain once again flickered in her skull. 
 
    “You can't back down now,” the voice told her. “I'm sorry, but I haven't come this far just to be stopped by a last-minute pang of conscience.” 
 
    “Please,” Susan whispered, “I -” 
 
    “I burned to death because of this man and his friends!” the voice sneered. “I still remember what it was like to feel the flames ripping through my body. I was blinded within seconds, but the pain went on and on, I thought it was never going to stop.” 
 
    Susan shook her head. 
 
    “It's fine,” the voice continued, “you don't need to understand.” 
 
    This time, Susan was unable to stop her hand as it reached over and picked up the knife. 
 
    “By the end of tonight,” the voice explained, “everyone responsible for that fire will be dead. And they'll never have the chance to start another.” 
 
    “Come on over and give an old chap a hand, will you?” Roger called out, not even turning to look at her. “Come on, hurry up, I haven't got all evening!” 
 
    “You heard the man,” the voice said. “We've got to hurry. He's only the first of our targets.” 
 
    Before she could stop herself, Susan began to walk up behind Roger, and to her horror she realized that she was slowly raising the knife in her right hand. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Roger said, as he stepped around the desk, wincing at the pain in his knees, “I've had my eye on you all evening, Susan Jones. I think you and I could come to a rather interesting mutually beneficial agreement.” 
 
    As he turned to her, Susan managed to hide the knife behind her back. 
 
    “What do you want from life, Susan Jones?” Roger continued. “I'm a powerful man around these parts, I have the ability to make dreams come true. Are you aware of how many small businesses in Crowford exist because I helped them get started? You seem live a clever girl and I'm sure you have plans and dreams.” He eased himself down into the leather chair. “My help is at your disposal. All we need to do is determine what you'll give me in return.” 
 
    Still holding the knife out of sight, Susan could feel her hand trying to move against her will. 
 
    “The year is 1966,” Roger pointed out, “and times are changing fast. Who's that fellow that all you young people like these days? Dylan, that's the one. He has a song about it, doesn't he? Anyway, my point is that the world now is more free than it ever was. Back in my day, one traded money and resources, but now people trade almost anything.” He looked her up and down again. “I'm rich in some regards,” he continued, “and so very poor in others. And you, it seems to me, are rich in the areas where I am poor, and poor in the areas where I am rich.” 
 
    “I don't entirely know what you mean, Sir,” she replied, as she struggled to keep the knife hidden. 
 
    “Do it,” the voice whispered in her head. “Split his heart open! Make him suffer!” 
 
    “I could set you up with a nice little shop,” he explained, “selling... well, whatever you like, really. That's the fun part for you. And in return, you simply have to think of something you can offer me, something that you think I might need. Or enjoy.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Susan realized she could once again feel the pain in the side of her head. 
 
    “He's disgusting,” the voice sneered. “You'll be doing the world a favor by getting rid of him. This town needs to be cleansed of the evil that thrives at its core. Almost all of that evil is gathered here tonight, just waiting for one good person to change the fate of Crowford forever. If these fools are allowed to continue, this town will be dead within a hundred years. You, however, can take matters into your own hands.” 
 
    “Please,” Susan said through gritted teeth, “just... no...” 
 
    “I'm sorry, what was that?” Roger asked, leaning forward and cupping a hand around his right ear. “You'll have to speak up. I'm a trifle deaf.” 
 
    “Do it!” the voice snapped. “Kill him!” 
 
    “Here's an idea,” Roger said, patting his knees, “why don't you come and sit on my lap and think about my little proposition, eh? You might be inspired to come up with a few ideas.” 
 
    Although she hated the idea of going near him, Susan began to make her way around the desk, while keeping the knife hidden behind her back. She could feel the woman's anger rising through her chest, and she was starting to realize that she couldn't hope to hold it back forever; at best, she could only delay its eruption, and already her right hand was starting to tighten its grip on the knife's handle, while her gaze had slipped down to look at the old man's chest. 
 
    “That's right,” Roger told her, “I think you're starting to understand, aren't you? I knew you had it in you.” 
 
    Stopping next to him, Susan felt as if she was about to lose control at any moment. She knew that when that happened, Winifred Thorpe was going to take complete possession of her body and enact her plan for revenge. Although she understood why Winifred was so determined to kill everyone she blamed for her death, Susan still couldn't bring herself to accept that anyone else had to die. 
 
    “Don't be shy,” Roger said with a leering grin, as he reached out toward her. His warm hands pressed against her belly and then began to move up her body. “Now, why don't you tell me what kind of little shop you'd like to open?” 
 
    “I won't do it,” she sneered through gritted teeth, staring down at him. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” he replied. 
 
    “Kill him!” Winifred's voice screamed. 
 
    “No!” Susan yelled, suddenly turning and running, racing back across the office and pulling the door open. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Roger called after her. “You stupid little bitch, what's wrong with you?” 
 
    “Here she is!” one of the men at the table roared as Susan ran past. “Hey, Roger, you've put a bit of a spring in her step, haven't you? Did you give her a nasty scare?” 
 
    As soon as she was out in the corridor, Susan looked down at the knife in her right hand. She had no idea whether anyone had seen what she'd been about to do, but the pain in her head was getting stronger and she knew she had to get far away from the clubhouse before Winifred managed to take full control of her body. 
 
    “What's wrong with you?” the voice in her head snapped. “He should be dead by now!” 
 
    Trying to ignore those words, Susan ran through into the kitchen, only to slam straight into Angie. 
 
    “Whoa, watch where you're going,” Angie replied, before spotting the knife. “Hey, are you okay? Susie, sweetie, talk to me.” 
 
    “Did you know?” Susan stammered, as fresh tears filled her eyes. 
 
    “Did I know what?” Angie asked. 
 
    “Did you know they were paid?” Susan shouted, before taking a step back. “Charlie and his friends were given money to go and trash the cinema last year.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Were you paid too?” Susan asked, shocked by a profound sense of betrayal. “Was it all just words when you apologized?” 
 
    “I genuinely don't know what you mean,” Angie replied. “I didn't know anyone got paid for that night. Are you sure you haven't got the wrong end of the stick?” 
 
    “They killed Harry!” Susan sobbed, even as she felt the pain spreading through her head. 
 
    “What are you doing with that knife?” Angie asked. “Listen, I don't know what's freaked you out, but we can deal with this. Let's just go and sit down somewhere, yeah?” 
 
    She reached out and touched Susan's arm. 
 
    “You don't understand,” Susan said, pulling away, before hearing voices in the distance and realizing that some of the men were on their way to search for her. Looking back down at the knife in her hand, she knew that she couldn't be trusted around anyone. “She's inside me,” she continued, turning to Angie. “I don't know how, but she's inside me and I can't get her out. She's trying to control me.” 
 
    “Okay, now you're scaring me,” Angie told her. “Let's take this nice and slow.” 
 
    “You don't get it!” Susan screamed, backing away until she bumped against the wall. “I think she's been in here for a long time, long than I ever knew, and she's been building up to this moment. She wants to use me to get revenge.” 
 
    “Susie...” 
 
    “She wants me to kill them all!” Susan shouted. “And the thing is, I don't know that I can stop her, not forever. She's going to make me do it!” 
 
    Spotting movement at the end of the corridor, she saw several men stepping into view. Instinctively, terrified that she might hurt them, she ran at Angie and pushed her away before pulling the kitchen door shut and sliding the bolt across. 
 
    “Let me in!” Angie called out to her, as she started banging on the door. “Susie, you're really freaking me out right now. Whatever's going on, I can help you, but you have to let me in! Please, you're like a sister to me, there's nothing I wouldn't do for you. Just let me try!” 
 
    “No-one can help me,” Susan sobbed, taking a step back and then turning to run, “I'm -” 
 
    Suddenly she bumped straight into Mrs. Chalfont. Startled, she looked down at the knife, and as she pulled it away she accidentally slashed the blade against the older woman's arm. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mrs. Chalfont gasped, pulling away and clutching her arm as blood ran from the wound. “Have you completely lost your mind?” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Susan stammered, before turning and racing across the kitchen, determined to get away from everyone. “I can't help it! I'm going to stop her somehow!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    “Get back there and finish them all!” Winifred's voice sneered in Susan's head as she stumbled through into the darkened pantry. “You don't have much time!” 
 
    “I'm not a killer,” Susan whimpered, trying to find a way out. “I won't let you turn me into one!” 
 
    “I've prepared you for this moment,” Winifred continued. “Do you have any idea how long I've been with you? I've molded you so that you're capable of doing this, I've worked so hard on you, and I won't let you fail me now.” 
 
    Trying to ignore her, Susan hurried around the next corner, only to slam into a set of shelves. Letting out a pained gasp, she hurried on, desperately seeing a door. 
 
    “I've tried being kind to you,” Winifred told her, “but obviously that isn't going to work. I suppose it's time to go with the other option.” 
 
    Suddenly an immense wave of pain broke through Susan's head, just as she reached a door at the pantry's far end. She clattered to the floor and tried immediately to get back up, but the pain was much stronger than anything else she'd ever felt before. She could hear voices shouting in the distance, and someone banging on another door, and a rumble of thunder outside, but for a moment the pain seemed to be coursing through her body as a series of vast pulses. 
 
    “Obey me,” Winifred's voice said firmly, “or this is how you'll die. Alone, and in agony, and with no-one left to help you.” 
 
    “Stop!” Susan screamed. 
 
    “Obey me or die,” Winifred replied. “It's really not complicated. You just have to make the right decision.” 
 
    Turning, Susan slumped against the wall. She could barely even think as the pain filled her body, she could hardly move a muscle, but finally she realized that she only had one choice. Her own mind was being pushed to the sides as her soul reverberated to the pounding pulse of the pain, and she had to really focus hard in an attempt to string her thoughts together. 
 
    “Fine!” she gasped. 
 
    Immediately, the pain began to fade, although she felt its echo still rumbling in her chest as she tightened her grip on the knife. She knew what she had to do, even if the thought filled her with a sense of growing horror; she knew that there'd be so much blood, probably screams too, but that at least she'd finally be free of the voice's influence. Still, she took a moment to try to muster the courage from somewhere. 
 
    “I'm glad you've seen sense,” Winifred told her. 
 
    “It's pretty simple, isn't it?” Susan said breathlessly, trying to find that last little scrap of bravery that she knew was so very necessary. “Either I let you use me to kill those people, or I have to die.” 
 
    “Don't see it as killing them,” Winifred replied. “See it is meting out the justice that they've avoided for so long. They should have hung long ago for what they did to me.” 
 
    Slowly, Susan managed to haul herself up, as more voices called out in the distance. She could hear other voices, too, laughing in one of the club's other rooms. 
 
    “There's no time to waste,” Winifred added. 
 
    “I know,” Susan replied, “you're right. And the thing is...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “The thing is,” she continued finally, “I won't let you tell me what to do. And I refuse to murder anyone.” 
 
    “Then -” 
 
    Before Winifred could say another word, Susan plunged the knife into her own belly and screamed, before turning and slamming her body against the door. Dropping the knife, she plunged out into the cold night air and screamed again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As distant thunder rumbled in the night sky, and waves crashed against the nearby shore, a figure wearing bright pink shorts and bright pink cat ears stepped out across the golf course, clutching her bleeding belly. 
 
    No matter how she tried to adjust her trembling hands, she was unable to stop the flow of blood. The knife had left a thick cut running straight down from just below her ribs, cutting straight through her navel. Since staggering out of the clubhouse a few minutes earlier, she'd tried to find some place where she could hole up and hide while she waited for the inevitable end. Now, however, she was starting to feel increasingly weak and finally she dropped to her knees. 
 
    Letting out a faint gasp, she shivered slightly as a cold breeze blew in from across the dunes. She looked down at her hands; in the moonlight, she could just about see dark blood glistening on her fingers. Her eyes began to slip shut, and she was finding it increasingly difficult to keep them open. Somewhere over her shoulder, a roar of laughter rang out from the clubhouse, and the voices of so many happy, drunk men seemed to echo all around in the darkness, bouncing off the golf course's tees and greens and dunes. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered, as – if anything – the flow of blood became stronger. “I didn't... please... I never meant to...” 
 
    Perched on top of her head, the pink cat ears were starting to get blown back by the wind that howled in from the sea. A cloud briefly moved across the moon, cutting off the blue glow just as she slumped to her side and fell against the damp ground. She let out a couple of faint, pained groans as her hands slipped away from the wound, and as her blood began to soak into the carefully-manicured grass of Crowford Golf Club's second hole. A few seconds later, the cloud moved on and moonlight once again bathed the course. 
 
    This time her eyes were frozen in place, staring up at the sky as a slow, dying breath left her lips. 
 
    “No!” Winifred screamed, jolting her from death – at the very last second – with a burst of pain. “I won't let you get away that easily!” 
 
    Rolling onto her front, Susan cried out for the pain to end. She could feel Winifred still trying to torture her, and the pain in her belly was already so much stronger. She'd felt herself slipping away a moment earlier, she'd been absolutely certain that she was falling into the soft embrace of death, but it had been the sheer pain – her own, and also Winifred's – that had dragged her back to life. 
 
    “Let me die!” she sobbed. 
 
    “It's not too late to make the right decision,” Winifred told her. “I can help you. Even now, I'm holding your wound together so that you don't bleed to death right here. Can't you feel that I'm doing that, Susan? Can you feel that I'm the one who's keeping you alive?” 
 
    “I just want this to end,” Susan cried. “I won't do what you want, I won't ever do it, so you might as well accept that and let me go!” 
 
    “There's no time for me to find someone else!” Winifred shouted angrily. “Don't you get it yet, you stupid girl? This isn't just about revenge, it's also about what they're planning to do next! I'm trying to stop the next great Crowford tragedy!” 
 
    “Just let me go,” Susan replied, as she started shivering in the cold night air. “Let me bleed.” 
 
    Suddenly something slammed against her, and she was startled by the sensation of hands on her body. She looked up, half expecting to see Winifred Thorpe staring down at her, but instead she spotted a familiar figure – still wearing cat ears – silhouetted against the stars. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Angie gasped. “Susan, you're bleeding! I found that knife just now, it was covered in blood! Who did this to you?” 
 
    “She won't let me go!” Susan sobbed. 
 
    “Who won't?” Angie asked, as the siren of an ambulance began to ring out in the distance, racing toward the clubhouse. “What's going on with you tonight? Who did this to you, Susan? Did you do it to yourself?” 
 
    “It's the only way to escape her!” 
 
    “The only way to escape who?” 
 
    “Winifred Thorpe!” Susan gasped, as she felt more blood running from the wound in her belly. “The dead woman from the cinema... I can't get her out of my head!  
 
    “Just... just stay calm, okay?” Angie replied, looking over her shoulder and spotting flashing blue lights stopping next to the clubhouse, just as thunder rumbled again overhead. “Over here!” she shouted, waving frantically for help. “I've found her! She's over here!” 
 
    “It's no use,” Susan replied, as she felt herself slipping away again. “There's nothing anyone can do. She's part of me now.” 
 
    “Help!” Angie screamed, still waving, as she saw two figures climbing out of the ambulance. “She's been stabbed! She needs help!” 
 
    “It's too late,” Susan whispered as her eyes slipped shut, and as she heard voices yelling in the distance. “She won't ever let me go.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    “No!” Susan gasped, starting to sit up only to find that various wires were holding her down against the bed. 
 
    Startled, not understanding what was happening, she reached out and grabbed the handles on the bed's sides, and then she saw a figure rushing over to check on her. 
 
    “It's okay,” the nurse said, putting a hand on her chest, “Susan, everything's fine. The doctor will be through to see you shortly.” 
 
    “What happened?” she asked, still frantically looking around. “Where am I?” 
 
    “You're on the Lawrence Ward at Crowford Hospital,” the nurse explained, before tapping her badge. “My name is Nurse Blain, you can call me Doreen if you like.” She paused. “Susan, do you remember much about how you ended up here? Do you remember being at the golf club?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    “You were stabbed,” Nurse Blain continued. “Doctor Miles says it's a miracle that you survived, he's still not quite sure what held you together until the ambulance arrived, but... Well, the important thing is the you're here now, and you're going to be fine. We didn't expect you to wake up until at least the morning. You've got quite a few stitches, though.” 
 
    Looking down, Susan realized that her belly felt very sore. She tried to pull her hospital gown aside, but Nurse Blain gently moved her hands away. 
 
    “You need to rest, Susan,” she said calmly. “The police want to come and talk to you in the morning and ask you some questions about how this happened, but Doctor Miles is probably going to tell them that they have to come back another day. Your friend who came in with you told us that you might not want us to call your parents, but I thought I should check with you.” 
 
    “No,” Susan stammered, before looking over at the door. A clock on the wall gave the time as a little after 2am. “Where's Angie?” 
 
    “Your friend has popped home to fetch a few things, but she'll be back soon. She was so worried about you, Susan. She was crying her eyes out while she was waiting to hear that you'd be okay.” 
 
    “I need to talk to her,” Susan replied. 
 
    “She'll be back soon.” 
 
    “Now!” Susan snapped, before leaning back against the bed as she realized that she was in no position to make demands. As tears filled her eyes, she thought back to her final moments on the golf course. “I really thought I was...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Dying. 
 
    She'd really thought she was dying. 
 
    “Why don't you get some rest now?” Nurse Blain asked, checking Susan's forehead with the back of her hand before stepping away from the bed. “You've had quite a lot of excitement, and I really think it's time for you to take it easy. Now, I'm going to go and tell Doctor Miles that you're awake, and he'll be along just as soon as he can, okay?” She paused, waiting for an answer. “Okay,” she added, before heading to the door. 
 
    Once she was alone in the room, Susan took a deep breath and tried to get her thoughts together. She remembered snatches of the night's events, a few fragments here and there, but she was having trouble piecing it all together into one coherent whole. She remembered almost killing Roger Bell, and she remembered that she'd accidentally cut Mrs. Chalfont's arm, and she remembered plunging the knife into her own belly in one final attempt to end the nightmare. Now, looking across the room and spotting a mirror above a sink at the far end, she thought back to the voice of Winifred Thorpe. 
 
    “Are you still here?” she whispered. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Are you still here?” she asked again, this time with more anger in her voice. 
 
    She waited, and then – determined to discover the truth – she began to free herself from the wires. Once that was done, she clambered off the bed and began to limp over toward the sink. She winced as she felt a sharp pain in her belly; she knew that she was most likely making a mistake, but the silence hadn't been enough of an answer to her question. Reaching the sink, she looked into the mirror and saw her own pale, terrified face reflected back. 
 
    She swallowed hard. 
 
    “Are you still here?” she asked for a third time. 
 
    Still receiving no answer, she tilted her head slightly. 
 
    “If you're here,” she continued, “you have to tell me. It's not fair to... I have a right to know. If you're here, if you're still in me somehow, I want to know.” 
 
    She waited, but the room remained silent and she began to feel the faintest flicker of hope in her chest. 
 
    “Please be gone,” she said. “Please, I'm begging you...” 
 
    She stared at herself for a moment longer, before turning to go back over to the bed. 
 
    And then, in an instant, she realized that she could feel something in her mind. She reached up and touched the side of her head, but the sensation persisted, as if a great fat black snake was slowly uncoiling itself in her thoughts. There was no sound, just the feeling of something churning in the darkness of her mind. Finally, as she looked back at the mirror, she felt certain that another pair of eyes had begun to look out through her own. 
 
    A few seconds after that, she heard laughter in her head. 
 
    “You stupid little thing,” Winifred's voice said calmly, “did you think that I'd just leave you so easily?” 
 
    “Please,” Susan stammered, “I can't do this.” 
 
    “Oh, I know you can't,” Winifred replied. “Believe me, tonight was a very convincing demonstration of your complete ineptitude. I blame myself, really, for thinking that you were ever up to the task.” 
 
    “I just want -” 
 
    “How many times have I saved your life?” Winifred sneered. “You might not want to accept the truth, but I was the one who held you back from jumping off that bridge, and I was the one tonight who kept you from bleeding out on the golf course. There have been other times, too. I've done so much for you, Susan, and what have you given me in return?” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Nothing!” Winifred shouted, sending another flicker of pain through Susan's head. “Yet I persisted, because in my naivety I still clung to the belief that you'd come good in the end. I saw something in you when we first met. I saw the potential that needed to be coaxed out of you. Even if I failed in that endeavor, I don't believe that I was wrong. The potential was real. It has just been wasted.” 
 
    “You wanted me to murder all those people.” 
 
    “I wanted you to bring justice!” Winifred snapped. 
 
    Gasping as the pain surged in her head, Susan dropped to her knees. Still just about managing to cling to the side of the sink, she tried to haul herself up, but her legs were too weak. Even the lights in the room were now starting to flicker. 
 
    “You were to be my instrument of vengeance in this world,” Winifred continued. “That's not much to ask for, is it? Should a wronged woman not be able to strike back against those who killed her?” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with me,” Susan sobbed. 
 
    “Do you know how much it hurt when I died?” Winifred asked. “Do you know how scared I was?” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Feel it!” 
 
    Before Susan could say anything, she was filled with a sudden burst of agony that felt very different to anything she'd experienced before. She felt thick black smoke rushing into her nose and mouth, filling her lungs, burning her from the inside. At the same time, something crashed down in the darkness, and she felt as if the whole world was shaking all around her. She heard a cry, too, but not her own; it was Winifred's voice that screamed in the void, begging for help even as she felt her throat burning, and as blood bubbled up into the back of her nose. 
 
    “Why should I be denied justice?” Winifred's voice snarled in her ears. “Why should they be allowed to do this to me? You saw them tonight, laughing and plotting, enjoying the fruits of their crimes! Why should they get to bask in their glory while I died in agony?” 
 
    Susan tried to respond, but the pain was too powerful. She could no longer see. She could only try to push back as an ever-increasing sense of agony rippled throughout her body. Every breath brought fresh pain, yet she couldn't stop desperately trying to get clean air into her lungs, even though she was surrounded by thick, acrid smoke. Finally she screamed, but even this brought fresh agony: her throat was already burned to a crisp, and she felt dry flakes of charred skin in the back of her mouth as the pain finally consumed her mind. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Ten years earlier... 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” her mother said as she turned to Susan and patted her on the shoulder, “you can go on your own, but don't take too long or I'll have to come and find you.” 
 
    “Hurry up, sweetie,” her father said. “The film starts soon.” 
 
    “I'll be back soon,” Susan replied, turning and making her way across the packed foyer of the Crowford Empire. 
 
    Everything from the chatter of the crowd to the big, bright posters on the wall, made movie nights special. Of course, Susan knew that her parents could only afford to take her to the cinema a few times a year, but even that was okay since it meant that the trips were always real treats. She didn't even mind what film they saw, just so long as they got to sit in the auditorium and watch something happen up on the big screen. For Susan, all that mattered was that she could see a film and feel as if she was being transported to some far-off world 
 
    Once she'd found the bathroom, she went to the toilet and then washed her hands before making her way back out. In her hurry to get back to her parents, however, she inadvertently took a wrong turn and suddenly found herself in an empty corridor that she'd never seen before. 
 
    Stopping, she looked around for a moment, before turning to go back. 
 
    “Hello there,” a woman said, suddenly standing right behind her. 
 
    Startled, Susan looked up at the woman's pale face. Something about the woman's appearance immediately sent a shiver through Susan's bones, although she tried to be polite and not show her discomfort. She took a step to the left, hoping to slip past, but the woman blocked her way. 
 
    “Are you lost?” the woman continued. 
 
    “Mummy and Daddy are waiting for me,” she explained. 
 
    “Isn't that sweet?” the woman asked, before crouching down to get a better look at her. “And what's your name?” 
 
    “Susan,” she said cautiously. 
 
    “Susan,” the woman replied. “Well, Susan, I think you and I might have to get to know one another a little better.” 
 
    With that, she smiled as she reached out and put a hand on the side of Susan's face. 
 
    “I have to go now,” Susan told her, wincing at the woman's icy touch. 
 
    “No, wait,” the woman replied, tilting her head slightly as she watched Susan's features with great interest. “I see something in your eyes, Susan. Something that makes me think you're a very clever little girl. Am I right in that assessment?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Susan said, starting to feel even more uncomfortable. 
 
    “And modest, too,” the woman continued. “I've been waiting a very long time to meet a girl like you, Susan, and do you know why?” 
 
    Susan shook her head. She considered calling out to her parents, but she didn't want to be rude. 
 
    “It's because I have something that I need to do,” the woman explained, “and... Well, let's just say that in my current form, I'm unable to do it. I need to leave this cinema, for one thing, which is hard for me. I also need to be able to move in the world of the living, to strike quickly. At present, everything requires so much effort, but if I could just borrow a body I'd be able to achieve everything I want.” She paused. “Of course, it'll take time to build up to that. Many years, perhaps. Do you think, Susan, that you might be able to help me?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Susan said again, furrowing her brow. “Can I go now? Mummy and Daddy will be waiting for me.” 
 
    “I'm sure they can wait a moment longer,” the woman told her. “People these days are always in such a rush, don't you find? They're always talking about trivial things, and they forget the virtues of the past. I think we could all do with slowing down, Susan, and being a little more reserved. A little more proper. Don't you agree?” 
 
    “I just want to go back to Mummy and Daddy,” she murmured. 
 
    “And you shall,” the woman replied, “but I think it'll be much more fun if you take me with you.” 
 
    “I don't know what you mean.” 
 
    “I'll show you,” the woman said, moving her fingers closer to Susan's mouth. Already, her fingertips were starting to crumble into a kind of black smoke that was twisting its way between Susan's lips, entering her mouth. “It's okay, this might hurt for a moment, but then I'll be with you forever. Doesn't that sound like a nice compromise?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Susan replied, as she felt the smoke starting to fill her body. “Stop. Please, I don't know who you are, but I just want to go back to Mummy and Daddy.” 
 
    “A capital idea,” the woman said with a grin, as her entire body turned to a thick, noxious smoke that was now rushing into Susan. “I'll come with you!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ten years later... 
 
      
 
    Shaking violently on the floor of the hospital room, Susan felt an immense pain bursting through her chest, but this time she could tell that something was moving all through her body. She'd blacked out for a moment as she'd fallen to the floor, but now her mouth was open wide and she could feel something reaching out. 
 
    She tried to scream, but already she was able to see a dark shape slowly rising up from within her body, and after a moment the shape turned to reveal its face. 
 
    “You have been nothing but a disappointment,” Winifred Thorpe snarled, as the lights in the room continued to flicker. “Every second I wasted on you was just another insult that I have been forced to endure.” 
 
    “Please,” Susan tried to gasp, although she was barely able to get the words out, “stop...” 
 
    “All these years of wasted effort might not have been entirely in vain,” Winifred continued as she stood tall, and as the last vestiges of her smoky form rose from Susan's mouth. “I've learned a great deal. In fact, I see now that my earlier caution was somewhat misguided. I now know how to move so much more quickly.” She looked back down at Susan and smiled. “For that, at least, I should thank you. And now, if you don't mind, time is still pressing and I fear that tonight is my last chance to prevent another tragedy. Before the sun rises again, I shall have my revenge.” 
 
    Susan tried again to beg her to stop, but in that moment Winifred's body seemed to break apart, turning to smoke and then dissipating until she was entirely gone. 
 
    Letting out a groan, Susan somehow managed to grab the edge of the sink and haul herself up. As soon as she was able to see her reflection in the mirror, she could tell that something was different; she felt lighter, and emptier somehow, as if previously she'd been filled with a presence that had seemed to be a part of her. Only now, with that presence gone, did Susan notice the empty areas of her mind where it had always lived. For the first time in ten years, she was herself again. 
 
    As tears ran down her face, she stared at her own reflection and realized that she wasn't entirely sure who was staring back. The face certainly belonged to her, but at the same time she felt as if she could somehow see Winifred Thorpe's absence. Although she was wary of reading too much into the change, she was increasingly convinced that there was something different about the way she held herself, as if Winifred had influenced her body and mind in thousands of tiny ways. 
 
    “And now,” she suddenly remembered Winifred saying, just a few minutes earlier, “if you don't mind, time is still pressing and I fear that tonight is my last chance to prevent another tragedy. Before the sun rises again, I shall have my revenge.” 
 
    “The cinema,” she whispered, as she tried to work out where Winifred might have gone, and what she was planning to do now that she was on her own. “I have to...” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, before turning and hurrying out of the room. Still wearing nothing but a hospital gown, and with a sharp pain in her belly from the fresh stitches, she was unable to run; instead, she shuffled along the corridor before reaching a turn and then looking around for a way out. Quickly spotting an exit, she hurried over and pushed the door open. 
 
    “Susan?” Nurse Blain called out, having just emerged from one of the offices. “Susan Jones, is that you? Where are you going?” 
 
    Looking back at her, Susan briefly considered trying to explain, but she knew that there was no point. As a cold night breeze ruffled her gown, she tried to think of something to say, and then she let the door swing shut as she hurried out barefoot across the hospital's car park. 
 
    “Susan!” Nurse Blain shouted, hurrying after her. “Wait, you can't leave! Susan, it's not safe for you to go! Come back!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    By the time she reached the seafront, Susan was shivering and clutching her side. The streets of Crowford were empty at three in the morning, and she hadn't seen a soul on her long walk into town. Now, stopping outside the Empire, she saw that the main door had been left ajar, and she immediately knew that something must be wrong. 
 
    With waves crashing against the beach nearby, Susan hesitated before stepping forward and pulling the door open, and then she leaned through and looked into the dark foyer. 
 
    “Hello?” she said cautiously, hoping that Sam might appear at any moment and explain that everything was okay. “Sam, are you here?” 
 
    She waited, but all she heard was a strange, deathly silence. 
 
    After looking over her shoulder to make sure that there was still no sign of anyone outside, Susan stepped into the foyer. She gently shut the door, although she immediately found that she could now barely see a thing. There was only one window in the foyer, which allowed just enough moonlight for her to be able to fumble her way across the room, but she still wasn't entirely sure where she was going or exactly what she was supposed to be looking out for. All she knew was that Winifred Thorpe's ghost must be around somewhere. 
 
    Suddenly she heard a metal clanging sound coming from deeper in the building. The sound was brief, but as she turned and looked across the foyer she already knew that it must have been caused by something in the auditorium. 
 
    She listened for a moment longer, in case the sound returned, and then she began to make her way toward the corridor. As she passed the open door to the office, however, she glanced inside and to her shock she saw a figure slumped on the floor. 
 
    “Sam!” she gasped, limping over and dropping to her knees. Despite the increasing pain in her belly, she rolled him over and saw a bloodied wound on one side of his forehead. “Sam, wake up!” 
 
    She began to shake him gently, and after a few seconds she was hugely relieved as he let out a faint murmur. 
 
    “Sam, you have to listen to me,” she continued. “I don't know what's happening, but you have to get out of here. I think someone's coming to -” 
 
    Before she could finish, she heard the clanging sound again, this time followed by a series of loud thuds. Whatever was happening in the auditorium, she knew that history seemed to be repeating itself, and she couldn't help but think back to Winifred's claim that another tragedy was about to occur. She glanced around, still convinced that Winifred must be nearby, but so far there was no sign of her anywhere. 
 
    “Susan?” Sam said groggily, as she helped him sit up. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Who attacked you?” she asked. 
 
    “I was locking up for the night,” he replied, “and then I heard a noise, and someone hit me from behind. I didn't see a face. How long have I been out?” 
 
    “We have to call the police,” she told him. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but I think maybe some people have been sent to destroy the cinema.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Those people who trashed the place last year were paid,” she explained. “Thirty years ago, the old music hall was deliberately burned down so that this cinema could be put in its place. That's the fire that killed Winifred Thorpe, remember? The thing is, I'm pretty sure that something similar's about to happen tonight. There are people at the golf club who think the cinema has to go!” 
 
    “That's impossible,” he replied, as he touched the wound on his head and saw blood on his hands. “I know the cinema's not been doing too well lately, but that doesn't mean -” 
 
    Suddenly they both heard more thuds, and they got to their feet as footsteps rang out in one of the nearby corridors. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Sam asked, looking down at her belly. 
 
    “I'm fine.” 
 
    “You're bleeding!” 
 
    “Powerful people want this place gone,” Susan whispered. “I know, because Winifred Thorpe told me.” 
 
    Sam turned to her. 
 
    “That'll take a little longer to explain,” she continued, “but right now we have to call the police.” 
 
    She turned to grab the telephone on the desk, but Sam put a hand on her arm to hold her back as the footsteps moved closer. 
 
    “They'll hear,” he told her, keeping his voice down. “We need to be smarter.” 
 
    They listened as the footsteps reached the foyer, and then they both moved behind the door in an attempt to not be seen. Peering through the crack, Susan was able to see several figures making their way from the corridor, and to her horror she realized that she recognized one of them from the dinner at the golf club. 
 
    “Charlie Evans,” she whispered, although after a moment she realized that she wasn't entirely shocked that he was involved in the scheme. 
 
    “That film stock should go up like a bonfire,” one of the figures said, sounding a little breathless. “Everything's piled up and ready to go. Are we doing this, or what? 
 
    “Are you sure none of you heard something out here?” Charlie asked, looking around before turning toward the office's open door. “Hey, where's that guy we knocked out?” 
 
    The three guys hurried to the doorway and looked into the office, but so far they hadn't spotted Susan and Sam hiding behind the door. 
 
    “I thought he was out for good!” Charlie snapped to the others. “Didn't I tell you to tie him up?” 
 
    “There's no way he should have woken up so fast,” one of them replied. “Don't worry, he has to still be here somewhere, we'll find him.” 
 
    “You'd better,” Charlie said, stepping into the office, “or -” 
 
    Suddenly they all heard a bumping sound coming from somewhere else in the cinema. Charlie turned and made his way back out to the foyer, just a fraction of a second before he would have spotted Susan and Sam behind the door. 
 
    “Where did that noise come from?” he snapped. 
 
    “This place freaks me out,” one of the guys said. “I know you told us not to talk about it, but don't you feel like there's a kind of strange energy here? It's as if there's always something nearby, and I feel like eventually it's going to jump out at us.” 
 
    “I think that sound was coming from back that way,” the other guy suggested. 
 
    “Then find it!” Charlie said angrily, shoving them toward the corridor. “Do I have to tell you what to do every time? He's obviously somewhere in the auditorium, so find him and drag him out! And if I have to remind you one more time not to talk about ghosts and funny feelings and all that crap, I'll formally recommend to Roger that he should cut your fee for this job in half!” 
 
    As footsteps hurried away, Susan turned to Sam and waited for him to say something. After a moment, glancing over at the telephone on the desk, she realized once again that their best bet was simply to call the police and hope that they'd arrive in time. She knew that there was a risk of being heard by the intruders, but she figured that was something she couldn't avoid, so she slipped past Sam and began to make her way across the office. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he whispered. 
 
    “We have to call the police,” she replied, turning to him, “and -” 
 
    Suddenly a shape slammed against her, and Susan cried out as she fell and landed against the side of the desk. She felt her stitches starting to tear open, and then she turned just as Charlie slammed a knee against her face. As she dropped to the floor, she heard a scuffle breaking out nearby, and a few seconds later Sam slumped down next to her. 
 
    “I thought I'd heard something in here,” Charlie said breathlessly, standing over them both. “Looks like I've caught a couple of little mice sneaking about the place. The problem is, I can't afford to have little mice going and squeaking about what they've seen.” 
 
    “You can't do this!” Susan told him. “We're onto you, and we're not the only ones. Winifred -” 
 
    “I don't like the sound of your voice,” Charlie snapped, grabbing her head and sending her crashing into the side of the desk again. “You're that crazy bitch from the dinner tonight, aren't you? You're the one who ran out of Roger's office and then got taken away in an ambulance. I don't know what the hell's your problem, but you're about to deeply regret getting involved in this mess. Both of you.” 
 
    Sam tried to get up, but Charlie kicked him hard in the face, sending him crashing back down. 
 
    “Last time this place burned,” Charlie continued, “there was a tragic death. Unfortunately, it looks like history's about to repeat itself.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Susan shouted, struggling against the ropes even as one of Charlie's friends finished tying a knot at the back. “You can't do this!” 
 
    Having been dragged through into the auditorium, Susan and Sam had been shoved down onto the floor next to a pile of old film reels, and a distinct stench of petrol had already begun to fill the air. The auditorium's main lights were off, although the light in the projection room had been left on, which at least allowed Susan to look around and see that the reels had been laid out all the way past the end of the first row of seats. 
 
    “This place is going to go up in a flash,” Charlie muttered, standing back and watching as Susan and Sam both tried to get free. “It's such a shame that old Harry Gough didn't keep the building properly maintained. All those old wires were bound to cause a fire eventually. Of course, his nephew might have rectified the old man's failings, but that doesn't seem to have happened. Tragically, those mistakes look set to cost two people their lives, including young Mr. Gough himself.” 
 
    He feigned wiping away a tear. 
 
    “I'm sure people will remember your loss,” he added with a faint smile. “For a year or two, at least. Then, like most things, you'll probably just fade from their memories.” 
 
    “Winifred Thorpe's coming for you!” Susan sneered. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” He cupped a hand against his right ear. “Come again? Who?” 
 
    “She knows what you're planning and she's going to stop you!” 
 
    “Winifred Thorpe?” He chuckled. “Oh, you mean Winifred Thorpe, the woman who died decades ago? That Winifred Thorpe, the one whose bones are rotting in a cemetery even as we speak? I have to say, if she's the one you're relying on to get you out of here, you might be in for something of a shock.” 
 
    “Let us go!” Sam shouted. 
 
    Before Charlie had a chance to reply, one of his friends hurried through from the foyer. 
 
    “I've tried Roger a few times now,” he explained, “but he's not picking up. Didn't you say that he'd be waiting at the golf course for us to let him know that we're ready?” 
 
    “The old fool's probably nodded off after too many whiskeys,” Charlie said, rolling his eyes. “I doubt he'll be around much longer. He's losing his grip, and the next generation of players in Crowford is coming through. In fact, I think old Roger might even find himself getting muscled out of the deal for the new bingo hall.” 
 
    “Help us!” Susan shouted, looking around for some sign of Winifred's ghost. “Please!” 
 
    “I don't know whether this is pathetic or endearing,” Charlie muttered. “Maybe both. Anyway, it's time to get on with things.” He took a lighter from his pocket and stepped toward the pile of film reels. “These things are pretty quick to burn, even before you douse them in petrol. If it's any consolation, the smoke'll get you long before the flames. Which reminds me, I really must go home and practice pretending to be shocked and sad.” 
 
    Before he could strike a flame, however, he heard the door opening at the far end of the auditorium. Everyone turned to see a figure standing in the doorway, and after a moment Charlie began to smile. 
 
    “Wow,” he said with a sigh, turning to Susan, “do you know what? For just a millionth of a second there, I actually wondered whether the ghostly figure of old Winifred was about to show up. You really had me going.” 
 
    As the figure made its way down past the seats, Susan realized that she recognized the silhouette, and finally she was shocked to see Angie stepping into view. Wearing a dark, old-fashioned dress, Angie somehow didn't look quite like her usual self. 
 
    “Angie!” she shouted. “Run! Get help!” 
 
    She waited, but Angie merely stared at her. 
 
    “Angie! Get out of here! Call the police!” 
 
    “Babe, what are you doing in this dump?” Charlie asked, turning to her. “Angie, seriously, you don't need to get messed up in any of this. I was thinking of calling you some time, I swear, I just didn't have a spare second.” He stepped over and put a hand on her waist, and then he leaned in for a kiss. “Why don't you wait for me at my flat?” he continued. “I'll be there in about half an hour, and we can get reacquainted. It's been far too long since we had a little fun together.” 
 
    Ignoring him, Angie kept her gaze fixed on Susan. 
 
    “What's wrong with you?” Susan sobbed. “Why aren't you helping us?” 
 
    She waited, but something about Angie's expression was starting to make her feel deeply uncomfortable. She opened her mouth to beg her again to fetch someone, but in that moment she realized that she recognized the unusual quality in Angie's eyes. She told herself that she had to be wrong, yet at the same time she knew that what she was seeing couldn't possibly be a coincidence. 
 
    And then, looking down, she saw that Angie's hands were covered in blood. 
 
    “Babe, seriously,” Charlie said, putting an arm around Angie, “you really don't need to be here. This is, you know... grown-up stuff.” 
 
    Angie's eyes narrowed slightly. 
 
    “No,” Susan whispered, horrified by what she was seeing, “Angie, please...” 
 
    “Get her out of here,” Charlie said to his two friends, “and try to call Roger one more time. I'd rather -” 
 
    “Roger Bell is dead,” Angie said flatly, still staring at Susan. 
 
    “What was that?” Charlie asked her. “Did you... I'm sorry, did you just say...” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “It took a long time,” Angie continued, tilting her head slightly. “Thirty years, give or take, but the important thing is that he paid in the end.” She slowly turned to Charlie. “You should have seen the look on his face at the end,” she added. “In his very last moment, he knew exactly who was killing him. I even put on this nice old dress that I found at the golf club, just to complete the effect. I like to think that he died in absolute, abject terror.” 
 
    “Okay, now you're freaking me out,” Charlie said, turning her around and gently pushing her away. “Go home, Angie. Get some sleep or whatever. If you've taken something new, wait until you come down off that high.” 
 
    “It's not just about killing the man who ordered the fire all those years ago, though,” Angie replied, stopping with her back to him. “It's also about making sure that the same thing doesn't happen again. And again. And again...” 
 
    “Angie,” Susan said cautiously, “if you can hear me -” 
 
    “Angie's a good girl,” Angie replied, her voice sounding strangely blank as she slowly turned to look at Susan again. “Angie didn't resist, not like you resisted. Then again, I think I learned from you, Susan. My experience with you made me better at this.” 
 
    “That's enough,” Charlie said, stepping over to her. “Babe, you -” 
 
    Suddenly Angie grabbed him by the throat and squeezed hard, instantly forcing him down onto his knees. 
 
    “Hey!” the two other guys shouted, rushing over to stop her. “Let go of -” 
 
    Before they could finish, they both dropped to the floor as well, clutching their throats as if they too were being strangled by some invisible force. 
 
    “This is so much easier than I expected,” Angie said with a growing smile, as she tightened her grip on Charlie's throat and watched him gasping for air. “I never dared dream that I could do such things. I should have got this over with sooner, but I thought I had to keep getting stronger. Now it appears that I could have made them all suffer years ago.” 
 
    “What the hell's going on?” Sam asked. “What's wrong with your friend?” 
 
    “I'm not sure how to explain,” Susan told him, as she struggled frantically to slip out of the ropes. “We need to get free! Fast!” 
 
    “Do you think it's fun to die in a fire?” Angie asked Charlie as his face began to turn red. “Is that something that you'd be willing to do to someone on purpose? Are you really so utterly without character? Are you so callous?” 
 
    “What's she talking about?” Sam stammered. 
 
    “The ropes!” Susan snapped. “Hurry!” 
 
    “There's already so much pain in the world,” Angie continued. “Why create more? Why bring suffering to this town, when you could just leave it all alone? I was an innocent woman, just waiting in the music hall to meet my sweetheart. I never hurt anyone. I was never cruel or angry or greedy, I was just living my life and trying to find a little happiness in this frantic world. And how was I repaid? I died in a fire set by people who just wanted to make more money. That's how little my life was worth.” 
 
    Charlie tried to respond, but he couldn't get a word out as his eyes began to bulged from their sockets. Nearby, the two other men were also choking. 
 
    “Stop!” Susan shouted. “Angie, I know you're in there! She can't make you do this! Angie, please, you have to let them go!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Suddenly Angie released her grip on Charlie's throat, letting him – and his two friends – slump down to the floor. 
 
    “What's this?” Angie sneered. “A moment of rebellion?” 
 
    She looked at her bloodied hands. 
 
    “You're too weak to retake control, girl,” she continued. “Let me do what I must do, and then you can have your body back.” 
 
    “Angie, listen to me,” Susan said as she finally managed to get her hands free from the ropes. “Angie, you can force her out. I know it's hard, but you can resist her. If I managed it, you sure as hell can. Once she realizes she can't use you like this, she'll leave you alone.” 
 
    “She can hear you,” Angie sneered. “She just can't do anything about it. She's simply sobbing in a tiny corner of her own mind.” 
 
    Behind her, the two other guys stumbled to their feet and ran out of the auditorium. Charlie, meanwhile, was still gasping for breath on the floor, even as Angie slowly looked back down at her. 
 
    “You've got to fight her,” Susan said firmly, as she worked to free Sam from the ropes. “Angie, I know you're probably terrified, but I was terrified too and I found enough strength to stop her. You just have to remember who you are, and she'll have to leave you alone.” 
 
    “I can't,” Angie sobbed, her face changing in a flash as fear filled her eyes. “Susan, I -” 
 
    In an instant, she began to smile again. 
 
    “This can all be over soon enough,” Angie continued, before looking down at Charlie as he tried to crawl toward the door. “This pathetic wretch's father was one of the people who burned the music hall all those years ago. Now look at him, following in his father's footsteps, determined to make a name for himself through corruption and greed. I won't allow that. They're all going to pay for what they did to me.” 
 
    Suddenly Charlie slammed against the nearest row of seats, and then his body was sent crashing into the pile of petrol-soaked film reels. 
 
    Reaching down, Angie picked up the lighter and stepped over to watch as Charlie struggled to sit up. 
 
    “You can't do this!” Susan shouted, stepping forward before Sam grabbed her and held her back. “If you kill him, you're just as bad as them,” she continued, desperately trying to find some way to make her stop. “Is that what you want? Do you want to be dragged down to their level?” 
 
    She watched as Angie held the flame above Charlie. 
 
    “I know you're in there, Winifred,” Susan continued, “and I know that what happened to you hurts, but there's another way to get justice. We'll make sure that everyone knows the truth about your death, that they all know who was responsible for that fire.” 
 
    She waited, and at last she began to think that she was getting through to her. 
 
    “Becoming like them is not the answer,” Susan added. “If you killed Roger Bell tonight, then isn't that enough?” 
 
    Angie stared down at Charlie, before slowly lowering the lighter. 
 
    “That's better,” Susan told her. “You know I'm right.” 
 
    “You stupid bitch!” Charlie snapped as he began to get to his feet, with petrol splashed across one side of his face from the reels. “What the hell's got into you, Angie? You're acting like a -” 
 
    Screaming, Angie lunged at him and pushed him back down, while pressing the lighter against his cheek. Charlie immediately cried out as flames rushed up one side of his face, and then he pulled away and began to clamber across the pile of reels. More flames were rippling across his shirt now, and Susan and Sam immediately raced over and tried to help him. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Susan shouted, looking back over at Angie as more flames spread across the reels and began to consume the front row of seats. “You've done the one thing you came here to stop! You've done their work for them!” 
 
    Racing over to the wall, she grabbed the fire extinguisher and then hurried back to use it on the flames. To her relief, she was able to stop the fire, although the fumes began to sting her nose and mouth and she quickly pulled away. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” she said, before starting to cough violently. “That stuff's toxic.” 
 
    “No-one's going anywhere,” Angie sneered, as the doors swung shut at the far end of the auditorium, “until I've been served justice.” 
 
    “What more do you want?” Susan shouted, as Sam tried to help Charlie up. “You're dead, Winifred! I know it's a tragedy, but how many more people have to die before you accept that it's time to rest?” She waited, but Angie merely stared at her. “You've got to stop now,” she continued. “Angie's my friend, and I know how she must be suffering right now. Please, I'm begging you, let her go. You killed the man who was responsible for what happened, and now the cinema's safe. Isn't that enough?” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    Angie hesitated, before finally furrowing her brow a little and then – in an instant – letting out a gasp and dropping to the floor. 
 
    “Angie!” Susan shouted, racing over and supporting her. “Angie, say something! Can you hear me?” 
 
    “I don't know what happened,” Angie stammered, struggling to sit up. “I went home to fetch some things, I was going to bring them to you in the hospital, and then...” 
 
    She paused for a moment. 
 
    “I went into the bathroom for a moment,” she continued, “and I happened to look at myself in the mirror, and something just seemed to rush into me. I don't remember anything after that.” 
 
    “Probably for the best,” Susan muttered as she helped her up. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Angie asked, before starting to cough. “What's that smell? Did someone set fire to the cinema?” 
 
    “I'll explain it all later,” Susan said, supporting her as they began to limp to the door. “To be honest, you're probably going to struggle to believe me.” 
 
    Stopping, she looked back and saw that Sam was helping Charlie out. Badly burned on one side of his face, Charlie seemed barely able to stay conscious, but at least he was alive. 
 
    “We've got to go!” Sam shouted. “The fumes from that extinguisher aren't good!” 
 
    Together, they all managed to reach the door, only to find that it was firmly held shut. Susan tried several times to pull it open, before stepping back and looking around the empty auditorium. 
 
    “Winifred!” she yelled. “It's over! You know that as well as any of us! I'm begging you to just let us go!” 
 
    She waited, and after a few seconds the door shuddered and then began to creak open. As she helped Angie out into the corridor, Susan took a deep breath of relatively fresh air, and then she helped Angie to the foyer before gently settling her down onto the carpet. Nearby, Sam did the same with Charlie. 
 
    “We need to call the police,” Susan said, before hurrying through to the office and grabbing the telephone. Once she was through, she asked for police and an ambulance, and then she set the phone down and turned to see that Sam had made his way through to join her. 
 
    “I still don't entirely understand what happened here tonight,” he told her. 
 
    “It's going to take a long time to explain.” 
 
    “That wasn't really Winifred Thorpe back there, was it?” he continued. “Susan, seriously, tell me that your friend was just a little... high, or something.” 
 
    “The police will never believe us,” she replied, and now her mind was racing as she realized that they'd have to explain not only the events at the cinema, but also whatever had happened at the golf course. What if someone had seen Angie kill Roger Bell? They'd never believe that she'd been possessed at the time. “We need to get our stories straight,” she continued, trying not to panic. “We need to make sure that they understand the truth.” 
 
    “And how are we going to do that?” he asked. 
 
    She hesitated, before shaking her head. 
 
    “I don't know,” she said, as her voice trembled with fear. “Honestly, I have absolutely no idea.” 
 
    “We'll figure something out,” he replied, putting his hands on the sides of her arms. “It's going to be pretty crazy for a while, but we'll get there in the end.” 
 
    He hesitated, before leaning close and kissing her gently on the cheek. When she failed to pull away, he kissed her again, this time on the lips. The kiss lasted for a few seconds, until Susan finally stopped and looked up at him in the darkness. She could just about make out his features, and somehow she felt strangely comforted, as if deep down some part of her knew that everything was going to be okay. 
 
    “We should get back out there,” she said, feeling a little embarrassed, unable to hide a faint smile as she began to blush. “You know, to check on the others.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he replied, “and then... when this is all over, we should go and grab another drink.” 
 
    “I'd like that,” she told him, before glancing at the open door, “and -” 
 
    Suddenly she froze as she saw Winifred Thorpe's ghostly figure standing out in the foyer. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” Susan asked, stepping back out of the office. 
 
    Looking down, she saw that Angie and Charlie were unconscious on the floor. She turned to Winifred, but the dead woman simply stared back at her. 
 
    “It's over,” Susan told her, as she noticed the temperature dipping in the room. 
 
    “It's never going to be over,” Winifred sneered. “I see that now. I always believed that killing Roger Bell and stopping another tragedy would be enough, but I was wrong. The truth is, they're not the ones I was angry with, not really.” 
 
    “I don't understand,” Susan replied, as Sam stopped next to her. “It's over, you -” 
 
    “Stop saying that!” Winifred snapped angrily. “It's not over, because the people of this town haven't paid for what happened to me! The ones who started the fire in the music hall are only the first to be punished. The rest of this town let my death go, they didn't even bother to investigate properly! I shouldn't have had to come back and bring my killers to justice! The people of Crowford should have done that, but they didn't and now I'm going to make them all pay!” 
 
    “You can't punish the entire town,” Susan told her. 
 
    “Every single person who let my killers walk free must pay,” Winifred told her. “And the ones who tolerated it, too. Every weak, accepting fool who chose an easy life instead of asking the difficult questions, every person who preferred not to think about the truth, must answer for their crimes. There's not a soul in this town who doesn't bear some responsibility for supporting a system in which my killers were allowed to go free.” She took a step forward. “I will not rest until they have all seen the errors of their ways.” 
 
    “Please,” Susan replied, “don't -” 
 
    Suddenly she felt a tight choking sensation in her throat. Reaching up, she grabbed her neck and tried to find some way to breathe, but after a moment she dropped down to her knees. 
 
    “You'll be the first to pay,” Winifred snarled, staring down at her with contempt. “You could have helped me and you chose to fight back. You're culpable, just like all the rest.” 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Sam shouted, rushing toward Winifred. “She's done -” 
 
    Before he could get another word out, Winifred sent him crashing across the room until he slammed into the far wall with a sickening thud. 
 
    Looking over in horror, Susan watched as Sam's body slumped to the floor, and then she turned back to Winifred. Clawing desperately at her own throat in an attempt to escape from the invisible grip, she could only manage a faint choking sound as she tried to beg for mercy. After a few more seconds, rolling down onto her side, she reached over toward Sam, only to see that he still hadn't moved since hitting the wall. She tried to crawl over to him, but even this was beyond her as she felt her throat starting to collapse. Reaching up, she tried to pull invisible fingers away from her neck. 
 
    “Winifred, stop this at once.” 
 
    Instantly, the pressure on her throat ended and Susan rolled onto her front as she gasped for air. For a moment, gasping for air, she could barely even register the fact that she'd recognized the voice that had just spoken. Even when she understood where she'd heard the voice before, she still took a few more seconds to realize that she couldn't possibly have heard it again. 
 
    Slowly, she turned and saw another figure standing in the foyer, a little way back from Winifred. 
 
    “This is not you,” Harry Gough said, his ghostly features seeming very pale in the light. “The Winifred Thorpe I knew and loved was a happy, generous woman.” 
 
    Keeping her back to him, Winifred stared straight ahead with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Not a day has gone by that I haven't blamed myself for your death,” Harry continued. “If I hadn't been late to meet you that night, you wouldn't have been lingering in the hall, and you wouldn't have been caught in the fire.” 
 
    “I was wearing that dress you always loved,” Winifred replied, and now her voice was trembling with sorrow. 
 
    “By the time I got there, it was too late,” Harry explained. “After the hall was rebuilt as this cinema, I began to work here because I hoped that I might see you.” 
 
    “I've been here all along,” she told him. “You never even looked at me.” 
 
    “I think I was too scared to admit the truth,” he replied. “Every time I sensed you, I forced myself to look away. I wanted to see you so badly, yet I was terrified to actually look at you. Can you ever forgive me, Winnie, old thing?” 
 
    “Why didn't you pursue justice for me?” she asked, half turning but still not quite managing to look at him. “Everyone knew why that fire was started. Why did nobody speak up? Why didn't you speak up?” 
 
    “Cowardice, I suppose,” he said with a sigh. “There are powerful people in this town, Winnie, and they're used to getting what they want.” 
 
    “Even if that means murdering innocent women?” 
 
    “You're right, we should have stood up for you. I should have stood up for you.” He paused, before stepping closer to her. “But you can't let your anger turn you into a monster.” 
 
    Scrambling across the floor, Susan rolled Sam over and tried to search for a pulse. After a few frantic seconds, she began to realize that she was too late. 
 
    “You killed him!” she shouted, turning to Winifred as tears began to run down her cheeks. “He did nothing wrong! He was just trying to help and you murdered him!” 
 
    “You're all the same,” Winifred sneered, stepping toward her. “Everyone in Crowford shares responsibility for the horrors that happen here. For the lies, and the suffering, and the deaths, and the greed.” She leaned closer to Susan. “This town eats happiness,” she snarled, “and as long as that's the case, you all deserve to be punished equally.” 
 
    Suddenly she turned and leaned toward Angie's unconscious body. 
 
    “No!” Susan said, stepping in the way. “I won't let you!” 
 
    “Then I'll start with you!” Winifred snapped angrily, reaching out and grabbing Susan's throat again. 
 
    “Enough!” Harry shouted. “You're the ghost of Winifred Thorpe, are you not? But if you kill one more person, then you're not Winifred, not really, in which case you're nothing! I know the real Winnie is in there somewhere, and I'm begging her to take control!” 
 
    “I managed it,” Susan gasped, barely able to get any words out as Winifred tightened her grip on her throat. “I managed to break free when you possessed me, Winifred. Now it's your turn to break free of the anger and hatred that's possessing you! Or are you too weak?” 
 
    Winifred screamed and slammed her against the wall, almost knocking her out, but after a moment she let go of Susan's throat and pulled back. As Susan slithered to the floor, barely conscious, Winifred finally turned and looked back at Harry, who responded by reaching out to her with his right hand. 
 
    “Let's go, old thing,” he told her, as the doors to the foyer swung open, revealing the moonlit sea beyond. Sirens could be heard approaching in the distance. “Being a ghost isn't really much of a life, is it?” 
 
    “I only wanted them to pay for what they did to me,” Winifred sobbed. 
 
    “And they did,” he replied. “The ones who hurt you. Now it's time for both of us to get out here. I've got a feeling, a hope, that things might be a little different in Crowford from now on.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked. 
 
    “I am,” he told her. “I thought I'd lost you for a moment, but you're still that same hot little thing I was courting all those years ago. Come on, Winnie, let's go and see what it's like out there.” 
 
    Winifred hesitated, before finally taking his hand. As Harry led her outside, flashing blue lights began to illuminate the seawall opposite, and after a few seconds the two ghostly figures faded away into those lights, leaving Crowford forever. 
 
    Startled, Susan watched Winifred and Harry fade away, and then she crawled over to check on Angie. 
 
    “Wake up!” she shouted, shaking her shoulder. 
 
    “What happened?” Angie groaned, barely able to open her eyes. 
 
    “Help's coming,” Susan told her, before clambering past and racing back to Sam. “Come on, Sam,” she continued, shaking him harder than ever. “Please, you have to wake up. I'm begging you, I need you to hear my voice and I need you to promise that you won't let go. All you have to do is hang on for a few more seconds.” 
 
    As the ambulance screeched to a halt outside, and as its flashing lights began to fill the foyer, Susan continued to shake Sam even though she knew that the task was hopeless. Even when two men from the ambulance tried to pull her away, she clung to him desperately, hoping for a miracle that – deep down – she knew would never come. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “It gives me great pleasure,” Vivian Grace said with a beaming smile, “to declare the fully refurbished and improved Crowford Empire open for business!” 
 
    With that, she turned and cut the red ribbon, and a smattering of applause broke out across the crowd. 
 
    “Now,” she continued, “I want to address one particularly ugly rumor that has been spreading through the town lately. Some people seem to be under the wholly mistaken impression that my sister and I wanted the cinema to close, and that we had plans to turn the building into some kind of bingo hall. I can assure you all that neither of us ever entertained such a possibility for a second. Our dear father established this cinema, and we're determined to invest in its future so that it has a future that's as long and happy as the future of Crowford itself!” 
 
    More applause filled the air. 
 
    “Look at her face,” Angie whispered. “She's lying through her teeth. I bet it physically hurts her that she's had to spend money on the cinema. She'd probably already planned how she was going to spend the cash she thought she'd make from turning the place into a bingo hall.” 
 
    “She has to look after her reputation, I suppose,” Susan muttered, watching as Vivian shook hands with various dignitaries. “The police are still sniffing around the Roger Bell murder. Nothing'll come from that, of course, but it still suits the Grace family to keep their heads down. Some people are already suggesting that their grip on this town is fading. If you ask me, it'd be good for Crowford to break free.” 
 
    “I still can't believe that it was my hand that plunged the knife into Roger Bell's chest,” Angie replied. “I don't remember that moment, but -” 
 
    “It wasn't you,” Susan said firmly. 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “It was Winifred Thorpe,” she added, interrupting her again. “You have to remember that. Believe me, you're talking to the one person in this town who has a clue what it was like to have that woman's soul coursing through your veins.” She paused for a moment. “She's gone, you know. Sometimes I find myself just staring into the mirror, watching in case there's even the tiniest trace of her left, but she's really gone. The crazy thing is, she was part of me for ten years, and now I don't really know who I am.” 
 
    “You'll find out quickly enough in London,” Angie pointed out. 
 
    “Second time's the charm,” Susan said, before checking her watch. “Listen, I should get to the station. Do you still want to come and wave me off?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And make sure you call us as soon as you get there,” Susan's mother said as they stood on the platform, waiting for the 14.57 to London. “We weren't joking when we told you to call us every single day, and that starts immediately!” 
 
    “I'll call you,” Susan told her, “I promise. There's a phone in the house I'll be staying at, remember?” 
 
    “And I want letters,” her mother continued. “At least once a month, I want a detailed report telling us how things are going. London's such a huge place and I see the most terrible stories on the news sometimes. If you ever feel as if you want to pack it in and come home, you mustn't hesitate, do you understand? There's no shame in admitting that things are starting to feel like they're too much for you.” 
 
    “Any chance you might change your mind and stick around?” her father asked. “The house is going to be very empty without you.” 
 
    “Somehow I think you and Mum'll find plenty of people to drag back there and fill it again,” Susan pointed out, before hearing a creaking door and turning to see a stationmaster stepping out onto the platform. “Mum, Dad, do you mind waiting here for a moment?” she added. “I just want to go and check something. I won't be long.” 
 
    Making her way along the platform, she caught up to the stationmaster just as he was about to unlock a door. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she said cautiously, “I just wondered if you could pass on a message to the other man who works here.” 
 
    “What's that?” he replied, turning to her. 
 
    “I was here about a year ago, really early in the morning, catching the first train to London. I talked to the other stationmaster and he said something that really stuck with me. I wanted to thank him.” 
 
    “I'm the only stationmaster here,” the man told her. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” she said cautiously, “then I suppose he must have retired.” 
 
    “I've been the only stationmaster at Crowford for the past ten years,” he explained, “since old Len Hutton passed away.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “And anyway, there's no stationmaster around for the first train. The place is unmanned until the second train comes through. 
 
    “Then who...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she thought back to her encounter with the man. She knew he'd been wearing the appropriate uniform, and he'd even sold her the ticket she'd used to get to London. For a moment, she considered asking the stationmaster if he was really certain that he didn't have a colleague who occasionally covered for him, but at the last second she realized that she might end up sounding somewhat crazy. 
 
    “Sorry for bothering you,” she muttered, before turning and heading back along the platform to join the others. 
 
    “The train horn just sounded,” her father pointed out. “Looks like the bloody thing's on time for once.” 
 
    Looking past him, Susan saw the train approaching. She felt a flicker of doubt in her chest, a fear that her second attempt to move to London might end just as badly as her first, but then she reached up and touched the ring that was hanging from a chain around her neck. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that she wasn't just going for herself, that she was going for Sam too and that she was at least going to take a part of him out there into the big wide world. 
 
    “Let's get you onboard, then,” her father said as the train stopped and he opened one of its doors. “You don't want to miss this one, or you'll get to London too late to have your tea.” 
 
    Climbing onto the train, Susan still felt a hint of fear, but she quickly reminded herself that she'd be back to visit Crowford again some day. She knew that if she stayed, she'd end up hating the place, and that she might even end up saying things like 'this town eats happiness'. She definitely didn't want to become so bitter and twisted, so she set her suitcase on the luggage rack and shut the door, and then she leaned out to give her parents' one more hug. 
 
    “I'll see you soon, okay?” she told them. 
 
    “You'd better,” her father said, before stepping back. 
 
    “And I'll see you soon too,” she told Angie. 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Angie replied and she too had tears in her eyes. “I'm coming up for a shopping trip at least once a month, and you'd better meet me for a drink every single time. Don't even think about getting better friends while you're swanning around at that secretarial school, because I swear I'll track you down!” 
 
    “You won't have to track me down.” 
 
    “You'll do great,” Angie told her. “I can feel it in my bones!” 
 
    Smiling, and just about managing to hold back tears, Susan took a seat as the train began to pull out of the station. She breathed deep and tried to calm her nerves, and then she reached up again and touched the ring hanging from the chain around her neck. She couldn't help but wonder what might have happened if Sam had survived; she'd come so close to a happy ending, only for everything to be snatched away at the last second by Winifred Thorpe's insatiable lust for vengeance. Somehow, it was almost as if the town itself had been unable to resist adding a little more sorrow to the tale. 
 
    Still, she knew that she couldn't let herself become bitter, because that would only mean that she'd be at risk of turning into Winifred Thorpe herself. She'd had quite enough of Winifred's brand of anger for one lifetime. 
 
    As the train trundled along on its way to London, Susan thought back once more to the old stationmaster's words. He'd told her that there was a right and a wrong way to leave a place. Last time she'd been leaving the wrong way, but this time she felt sure that she was doing things properly. As the countryside flashed past on the other side of the window, Susan Jones thought back to everything that had happened over the previous year – over the previous ten years, even – and she still, somehow, managed to allow herself a faint smile as the train carried her away into her future. 
 
    Free at last of Winifred Thorpe's influence, she was going to find out who Susan Jones really was. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Almost fifty years later... 
 
      
 
    An owl hooted in a nearby tree as footsteps crossed the dark cemetery. Picking her way between the gravestones, a figure made her way around the side of the church and finally stopped in front of one stone in particular. Having made the same journey once every year for almost half a century, she'd have been able to find her way to that exact stone even if she'd been wearing a blindfold. 
 
    After wincing as she knelt on the grass, Susan Jones – having started using her maiden name again, following her divorce – looked for a moment at the gravestone's inscription: 
 
      
 
    Samuel Matthew Gough 
 
    1941 to 1966 
 
      
 
    She paused for a few seconds, and then she set some flowers on the grave. 
 
    “I don't know if you heard,” she said, her breath visible in the cold night air, “but the Grace sisters died last year. There was a fire on Nelson Street and... well, I'm not totally clear on the details, I think they're being kept pretty much under wraps. Now that I've retired from the paper, I've got more time to work on a story about Crowford, although I'm still at the early stages. Anyway, I just thought I'd mention it in case you spot any familiar faces around the cemetery.” 
 
    Getting to her feet, she stepped over to another grave and set down some more flowers, while glancing at the inscription: 
 
      
 
    Harry Martin Gough 
 
    1901 to 1965 
 
      
 
    “Rest in peace, Harry,” she muttered, before looking back over at the first grave. “And you too, Sam. I guess I'll see you next year.” 
 
    Reaching up, she touched the ring that still hung from a chain around her neck. 
 
    She waited, listening to the sound of rustling trees, just in case there was any sign of a response. Every year, she took the train down to Crowford on the same date and made sure to visit the two graves; every year, she wondered whether she might see or hear some hint that Sam was still around. Although she was disappointed every year, she still kept the hope alive in her heart, and she knew that she'd make the same journey again the next year, and the next, for as long as she lived. 
 
    “Better be going, then,” she said, forcing a smile. “I'm meeting Angie and Oliver in the pub. Now she's got that new hip, Angie's pretty much unstoppable.” 
 
    She lingered for a few more seconds, ever hopeful, before turning and making her way back across the dark cemetery. As her footsteps disappeared into the distance, nearby trees rustled gently in the wind and another owl briefly hooted. 
 
    “See you next year,” Sam's voice said suddenly, hanging in the air for a moment. “You've got better things to do than hang around with ghosts, Susie. We'll catch up again some day, but not just yet. Safe travels.” 
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    THE HAUNTING OF NELSON STREET 
 
      
 
    Crowford, a sleepy coastal town in the south of England, might seem like an oasis of calm and tranquility. Beneath the surface, however, dark secrets are waiting to claim fresh victims, and ghostly figures plot revenge.

Having finally decided to leave the hustle of London, Daisy and Richard Johnson buy two houses on Nelson Street, a picturesque street in the center of Crowford. One house is perfect and ready to move into, while the other is a fire-ravaged wreck that needs a lot of work. They figure they have plenty of time to work on the damaged house while Daisy recovers from a traumatic event.

Soon, they discover that the two houses share a common link to the past. Something awful once happened on Nelson Street, something that shook the town to its core. Before they can face Crowford's horrors, however, Daisy and Jonathan have to deal with the ghosts of their own recent history. What is Daisy hiding, and why does Jonathan feel strangely drawn to one of the town's most mysterious inhabitants? 
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