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Hideous images and sounds were tumbling around in Melanie’s
brain: the big burning wheel of fire, rolling aflame across the
field; the decapitated painted horse’s head from the carousel lying
in the burning grass; the blazing tents and burning booths and the
boiling water in the tanks; the people running and screaming; the
black, oily smoke rising …

Melanie looked like some sort of madwoman as she wandered about
in the dark of night and extreme cold, clad only in a ragged white
robe with paper slippers on her feet. She staggered as if drunk and
walked with her eyes closed, murmuring and singing softly to
herself.

If someone had seen her, the combination of her dress and
actions would make them think she had just escaped from an
institution – something which wasn’t too far removed from the
truth: in fact, she had just snuck out from a hospital a mile away
where she had been incarcerated for the last decade.

But there was no one to observe her strange behavior, her
distinct otherness, for she was in the darkest and most remote part
of town.

As she wandered about, singing and moaning and whispering to
herself, her eyes closed, Melanie took deep breaths, inhaling the
night air with something like gratitude. She forced the awful
images from her brain. They faded and departed without much of a
struggle. During the course of her life, she had learned to
successfully – and quickly – banish such images and memories.

Melanie kept her eyes closed and continued walking, now in a
circle, round and round. Her mind was now free from the tormenting
thoughts and images – and she began to feel more relaxed, almost at
peace. She smiled suddenly, as she was sure she smelled those sweet
smells of before – candyfloss, buttered popcorn – and thought she
heard the sounds from before – the whooping, the screams of joy,
the rush of mechanical noises, the almost annoyingly cheerful
music.

When she opened her eyes she expected to see the sights from
before – the flashing lights, the huge roller coaster, the milling
crowds of teenagers and children – but all she saw was darkness,
deep darkness and huddled shadows that were high lumps of burnt,
misshapen metal. Various other debris was scattered all over the
ground – broken bottles, chunks of charred wood – and the ground
itself was covered with black ash.

There were none of those noises, Melanie realized, none of those
familiar and pleasant sounds from before. There was just a deep and
unnatural silence like the breath of a corpse. And the smells
weren’t in the air, either, she discovered, sniffing with her
nostrils and only getting whiffs of burnt metal and urine and
something else, something foul and mysterious, an odor she could
not identify.

Melanie came out of her trance-like state and looked around,
seeing things for what they really were, here and now in the
present, where all was dark and ruined and devoid of hope, not the
bright and cheery memories that flashed, like the horrific images,
as if teasing, through her mind.

Melanie looked at the mounds of rubble, wondering if buried
beneath them were charred corpses they hadn’t found. She wondered
too why no one had ever cleared the spot fully, why they had left
the burnt ruins virtually untouched for nearly two decades.

“What am I doing here?” She spoke the words aloud, and then
shivered and recoiled at the sound of her own voice slicing through
the still night and echoing back at her as it reverberated off the
burnt masses of metal.

I shouldn’t have come here, she thought. I should never have
come back. How did I expect to find it like it was before,
untouched? I should have known better. Am I crazy? It’s all gone,
all the happiness and brightness that was once here. Now all that
is left are ruins, reminders of the tragedy, the fire, the screams
of joy that turned into screams of terror … And I was the cause of
all that mayhem and menace and murder.

Melanie shivered again and wrapped her arms around herself, her
hands cupping her elbows, hugging herself. She thought of the fire,
the carnage, the howls of pain … She shuddered and felt tears crawl
down her cheeks. She wiped them away roughly, feeling the old
familiar rage boil up within her.

To hell with this, she thought. I shouldn’t have come.

So she turned and began making her way to the exit. But
something caught her eye and she stopped. It was her face, gazing
back at her from a puddle on the ground. She looked at her watery
reflection, the wrinkled face, the tufts of dark curly hair that
spewed wildly from her head. She looked at her clothes, the shabby
white robe and the paper slippers. Dirty ash covered her slippered
feet and there were dark smears of it on the end of her robe.

I really am crazy, she thought. For coming here. And for coming
out dressed like this. What will they think when I get back? What
will they do when they see me like this, covered in ash? More drugs
and maybe even locked in for the night, strapped down …

Melanie looked for and found, across the hills, the light that
showed where the hospital was, just under a mile away. The light
beckoned her, offering shelter and warmth. But she backed away from
it too, fearful, knowing what was really inside there – the end of
all hope, the sterile white floors and walls, the screams of the
insane …

It wasn’t a refuge: it was a prison.

And what better is this? she thought then, glancing around her.
If that’s a prison then this is hell. This is really where the road
ends. Where the ghosts from the past and the demons of the night
slither around me, laughing cruelly, reminding me of what happened,
of what I did.

Crying again, Melanie sank to the ground on her knees. “I’m
sorry,” she said aloud to the dark. “I’m so sorry.”

The nightmarish memories began flashing through her mind again.
Burning tents and booths, a slash of red on white that was a cruel
painted horse’s laugh that seemed to mock her with maniacal glee,
the big burning wheel turning and turning … She tried to force the
images away, used all the techniques she had learned from the
psychiatrist about negative thought blocking, used all her own
skills that she had honed. To her horror she found that for the
first time in years she could not banish the unwanted images.

“I’m sorry,” she said again, sobbing loudly, tears running down
her puffed cheeks. “I’m sorry, please forgive me.”

She heard a noise, what sounded like footsteps. In a flash,
Melanie stood up and whirled around in a circle, looking for the
source of the noise. And then she saw the figure coming at her from
the shadows and masses of burnt metal and materials, a little
figure that was walking directly towards her, cloaked in dark
shadows.

No, she thought. She began silently pleading to a God she wasn’t
sure she believed in. No, she thought again. I can’t handle this, I
can’t. Don’t let it be so.

The little figure stopped a few feet from where Melanie stood.
The little girl was just about visible in the weak moonlight.
Melanie could make out the blond curls, the pink dress.

A voice broke the silence, an eerie voice that didn’t sound
quite human. “You will pay,” it hissed. “You will die.”

Melanie screamed. She stood frozen for a moment, staring at the
apparition, and then she turned and ran across the field, tripping,
falling in the ash, pulling herself back up and running for all her
might for the exit, just like all those people had ran from the
raging fire all those years ago.

She turned up at the hospital, sobbing and whimpering. She was
completely covered with ash now – her white robe had turned
black.

As the nurses ran towards her, Melanie cried: “It’s going to
kill me. It’s going to make me pay.” And then she fainted.
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Jayne was a little girl again, her hair in blond ringlets and
wearing her favorite pink dress that she remembered so well. I must
be five or so, she thought. I’m dreaming of a memory.

But she didn’t remember any of this. She was walking through a
large field. There were numerous tents and booths. A carnival, she
realized. It was a bright, sunny day. All around her she could hear
people laughing and happy music playing.

Feeling happy, Jayne smiled and looked up at the beautiful blue
canopy of sky far above. All of a sudden the sky began to darken.
The bright blue expanse of sky was slowly but surely turning black,
as if it were a pool someone had poured dark ink into. The happy
music faded and she could no longer hear people laughing – they
were screaming.

Jayne grasped at a hopeful thought for a moment, that perhaps
the screams she heard were happy screams, whoops of joy from people
on the scarier rides – but no, she realized, her hopes fading, the
screams were those of terror.

The happy feeling left her and Jayne looked down at herself. Her
pink dress was now ripped and dirty and smelled bad.

This dream is turning into a nightmare, she thought. I’m having
a nightmare.

She knew, in that way you do when you’re dreaming, that the
nightmare was only going to get worse and that she must wake
up.

Wake up, she told herself, pinching her little girl arm. Wake
up!

But the pinching didn’t work. Now the screams were growing
louder and the sky was fully black. Ominous rumbles of thunder
growled and lightning flashed, jagged spikes that split the sky.
Cold rain began to fall. A vicious storm was starting, erasing all
memory of the lovely day.

Suddenly someone grabbed her from behind, hefting her up into
their arms and carrying her as they ran across the field. Jayne
shrieked, kicked out with her little girl legs, pummelled with her
little girl fists – all to no avail.

All around, she now saw, people were running, screaming and
running, their faces contorted with fear. There was a burning smell
in the air and then she saw that the whole carnival was on fire,
the field was ablaze with burning tents. The air was filling with
black smoke and the grass singed and turned black.

“Help me!” Jayne cried. “Somebody help me!”

But none of the people seemed to hear or even notice her. They
were shrieking and sprinting, trampling over one another in their
desperate bids to escape the raging flames.

Wake up, she told herself again. Wake up!

But she couldn’t. And someone bad was carrying her. She knew
somehow, in that eerie intuition you have in dreams, perhaps
because it’s your own subconscious mind that’s the author of the
unfolding events, that it was a really bad person that had her and
not someone good trying to carry her to safety. For one thing they
weren’t running towards the exit like everyone else but were going
deeper into the field, into the heart of the blazing inferno.

Jayne coughed as the smoke stung her eyes. She felt the great
heat against her face. She shrieked and cried for help again. She
struggled again. He – for somehow, she knew it was a he ­–
was carrying her through the smoke to.…

She suddenly saw their destination.

The dunking booth that was set up at the edge of the field.

A little seat suspended above a big circular tank of water. On
the wall a few feet from the little seat was a big round target
with a red X stencilled on it.

The man stopped at the booth, carried her to the seat. Jayne
shrieked as he tied her hands and legs together with rope and then
threw her down on the seat. There was a blur of dark shadows. She
was crying; she felt the hot tears streaming down her face. She
shut her eyes tight, trying to hide from what was happening.

She heard the man retreat and she opened her eyes. A tall figure
stood several feet away. It was indeed a man – a big, hulking
shadow of a man – but she couldn’t see his face. With wide,
frightened eyes she looked around. The day was dark and the black
smoke made it darker, so she couldn’t see properly. All she could
see clearly were the flames, red and orange and flickering
hungrily.

Then a light came on, blindingly bright. Jayne winced, shutting
her eyes to slits. Blinking, she opened her eyes a bit wider. The
man was shining a flashlight in her face.

Jayne looked down. She almost screamed when she saw it wasn’t
water beneath her swinging, bound feet.

It was blood. A pool of blood.

Floating in the crimson pool were body parts, severed legs and
arms and torsos.

Jayne screamed and screamed and opened her eyes wider still. She
kept screaming but she stopped kicking and flailing about. She was
afraid to move now. She didn’t want to fall down into all that
blood and guts and legs and arms.

The harsh light assaulting her eyes, she looked up again, still
screaming, at the man. She still couldn’t see his face. In one hand
he held the flashlight and she saw he had a ball in his other
hand.

A little red ball.

He threw it at her.

She shrieked but the ball didn’t hit her. It hit the target.
There was a loud mechanical buzzing sound. And suddenly the seat
flipped down and she was falling, falling, down and down.

She hit the bloody water and plummeted deep into it. Viscous,
coppery-tasting blood flowed up her nostrils and down her throat,
choking her on her own screams. Body parts thudded against her own
little body. Jayne tried to kick her legs, she tried to swim, or at
least to rise up and get air. But her hands and feet were bound
together and, no matter how hard she struggled, she couldn’t reach
the surface.

Her struggles made her sink deeper and deeper in the blood. She
was sinking among the body parts, choking on blood that flowed down
her throat…
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With a loud gasp and a strangled cry, the only remains of a
silent scream that was dying in her throat, the adult Jayne bolted
out of the nightmare.

For a moment she thought she was still the little girl in the
dream – her younger self? - and her arms and legs began flailing
wildly, as if kicking for freedom in an extremity-filled pool of
blood. Then she looked around, saw her surroundings, and began to
come back to herself. Breathing hard, sweat dripping from her face,
she wrapped her arms around herself and shuddered.

Jayne stayed lying on the hard little cot for several minutes,
shivering and breathing hard, her breath coming out in little
gasps. Then she made herself sit up. She stayed at the edge of the
cot for a minute, afraid she’d faint if she stood up. But when she
did get up, she found to her relief that she only swayed slightly
on her feet as she crossed to the door, opened it and went into the
tiny bathroom.

Jayne went to the sink and turned on the faucet. She ducked her
head under the tap, her mouth catching the cold water from the
spray. She gulped down water until she started coughing, and then
she stopped and put her hands on the edge of the sink to steady
herself. She coughed and spluttered but still wanted more water to
wash away the awful, coppery vile taste. The taste of blood.

It was only a dream, she told herself, wiping her mouth with her
hand. Only a dream.

She cupped her hands under the spray of water and splashed her
face several times. Then she raised her dripping face and stared at
her reflection in the mirror above the sink. Her blond hair hung in
damp ringlets around her head, reminding her of the little girl in
the dream, the little girl who had been her.

Jayne combed her hair into some kind of order with her fingers.
She splashed more water on her face and dabbed at it with a towel.
Dark circles hung under her eyes and worry and fear were etched in
her very pale, very white face.

I haven’t been getting enough sleep lately, she thought. Then
when I grab a few winks, I have a dream like that.

She walked back out into the little room. She cracked open the
window and sat on the edge of the cot, inhaling the cool night air.
She checked her watch. She’d been asleep for just under an hour. I
better get back, she thought. Agnes said an hour was okay but not
much more. But she felt she couldn’t get up off the cot. She felt
better, steadier, but not quite herself yet. The dream still played
in her mind, its horror not fading.

Jayne breathed in more of the cool night air. She thought about
the dream. The burning carnival was the one that was near here, the
one that had burned to the ground twenty years ago, that part was
obvious. But Jayne had never been there! She had only moved to this
town three years ago. All she knew about the carnival was what she
had heard from others.

Was it even me in the dream? she wondered. In the dream she had
felt she was the little girl then at other times she saw what was
happening not from the little girl’s perspective but as if from
high up, watching events unfold on a movie screen. Seen the dark
figure carrying the blond little girl, the flames, the screaming
people … She had even remembered and recognised the pink dress in
the dream but now that she was awake, she realized she had never
owned one, not as far as she could remember.

Just a dream, she thought. Whether the little girl was you or
not, it doesn’t matter. It was just a stupid dream.

But it wasn’t just another dream. It still hadn’t faded from her
mind and it had been so very real and so intense, frightening and
horrid.

Get back to work and stop thinking about it, she told herself
firmly. She closed the window and made herself stand up. She
straightened out her white uniform, went back into the bathroom and
neatened her hair again, pulling back the strands that had loosened
from the bun, wishing she hadn’t left her bag at the desk, as her
hairbrush was in it.

Oh well, she thought. She looked at her reflection for another
moment. Just a dream, she told herself again. It may have been
really bad and it may have felt real but it was just a dream.
Brought on from too many sleepless nights, from that patient
upstairs and from all you’ve heard about that carnival.

Jayne sighed again, not believing the things she told herself,
and then she left the little bathroom and the room. It was time to
get back to work.




  

 

4

 

Melanie stood at the window, her face pressed against the cool
glass, looking past her reflection – the ghostly face of a
forty-something woman with curly dark hair – and out at the dark
night beyond. She was looking for the spot she always looked for,
down in the hills beyond.

A noise behind her, the door opening. But she didn’t turn
around. She knew it was one of the nurses, the pretty little one
called Jayne who was always so nice and pleasant to her; or the
older, bitter one, Agnes, who was never nice – to her or any of the
other patients.

“Isn’t it past your bedtime?” A raspy female voice said. So it
was Agnes. The bitter one. Melanie continued to look out the
window, ignoring her.

“Are you looking down there again then?” Agnes said. “They
should never have put you in here.”

This room with a view of the site? Melanie wondered. Or this
hospital itself? But she didn’t bother to ask.

“Go to sleep.” With that Agnes left the room, closing the door
behind her.

Melanie turned away from the window. She waited, listening.
There was a click as Agnes turned the key, locking her in.
They had taking to locking her in every night now for the past
month, since she had wandered down to the site and come back
“madder than ever”, as she’d overheard Agnes say.

Melanie turned back to the window. In the glass she saw the
reflection of someone standing behind her.

A little someone in a pink dress.

Gasping, Melanie bolted around.

There was no one there.
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The nurses’ station was empty when Jayne got to it. She figured
Agnes must be doing the rounds. It was just the two of them on the
night shift. This wing of the hospital wasn’t big, just three
wards, but Jayne still thought there should be at least one other
person on. There was no arguing with the administration, though,
not when it came to budget cuts and she guessed she was lucky just
to have her own job.

Jayne went to the coffee machine and pressed some buttons. A
paper cup popped out and, with a lot of humming and grinding
sounds, the machine reluctantly dribbled some strong black fluid
into the cup. She took the cup of bitter brew and added some milk
from the little fridge.

Taking a sip of the foul coffee, she walked over and sat down
behind the desk. Looking up at the clock on the far wall, she saw
there were still several hours to go. Turning to the window, she
looked out at the dark night beyond. It had started to rain a
little and water sluiced down the glass across her reflection.

The dream flashed into her mind. Flames, screaming people, the
dunking booth, the bloody water littered with severed corpses.

Jayne winced and closed her eyes. Don’t, she told herself,
taking more mouthfuls of the nasty coffee. A squeaking sound and
Jayne looked up to see Agnes coming down the hall, her white
trainers making the noise on the tiled floor.

“Look who’s awake,” Agnes said as she drew close to the
station.

“Hi Agnes,” Jayne said. “Thanks so much for letting me sleep. Is
everything ok?”

“Yeah,” Agnes said. “Just made the rounds. I locked Melanie’s
door. I’m going outside for a smoke.”

Agnes came behind the desk and started looking for her bag. She
was a stout woman in her early fifties with dyed red hair. She
found her cigarettes and lighter, put on her coat.

“Back in a jiffy,” she told Jayne and went out.

Jayne finished off her coffee, grimacing at the taste, and
tossed the paper cup into the small wastebasket behind the desk. At
least Melanie’s locked in tonight, she thought. No more going down
to the site of that carnival –

She suddenly began to wonder if the dream had had something to
do with Melanie. After all, the reason Melanie was in here was
because she had been involved with the fire somehow. Had she caused
it? Melanie had definitely been suspected but all Jayne knew for
sure was that in the end a plea of insanity had been accepted and
Melanie had been sent here.

It’s so weird, Jayne thought. It never occurred to me before but
it’s so strange that they would send her here, to a place so close
to the site of the carnival. Another thought struck her. Melanie’s
room was on the side of the building that overlooked where the
carnival had been.

Was it an oversight? Jayne wondered. A sick joke? No, surely
not.

Jayne looked over at the computer on the far side of the desk.
She suddenly felt a strong, overwhelming urge to find out more, to
find out what had happened twenty years ago, all the details. It
wasn’t just the dream – which was still vividly intense in her
mind, not fading at all – that compelled her curiosity, but now
also the bizarre fact that Melanie had been incarcerated here, in
this hospital that overlooked the site, was less than a mile away,
and–

And Melanie’s room overlooks where the carnival
was.

It was beyond strange, it was almost perverse.

No wonder Melanie had wandered down there a month ago, no wonder
she was always looking out the window, she was looking down there,
at the carnival. It was all so obvious. But why had it never
occurred to her before now? And why had she never heard Agnes or
any of the others talking about this? Surely they knew.

The administrators had to be informed, Jayne thought. Melanie
had to be moved to another room, maybe even another hospital. Being
here couldn’t be good for her treatment, had probably worsened her
mental state.

Other thoughts filled Jayne’s head, overlapping each other as
they rushed through her mind. Why had she had the dream about the
carnival? What did it mean, if anything? Who was the little girl in
the pink dress? What had Melanie done? Had she caused the fire?

Sliding her chair over to the computer, Jayne used the mouse to
click on the Internet browser. She decided to Google the carnival.
She tried first with the name of the carnival. Nothing relevant
matched her search criteria. She tried again, adding the state and
name of the town. Nothing, just junk about the town, stuff about
the state, more stuff about carnivals. She tried the name of the
hospital, she tried Melanie’s name, she tried dates … nothing.

How can there be nothing relevant? Jayne thought. There must be
something! It was a big deal when it happened twenty years ago.
There must be news reports, pictures, even obsessive net geeks who
still post about it in a chat forum.

She typed everything – town name, state name, hospital,
Melanie’s full name, the carnival – into the search engine and
clicked SUBMIT. She waited patiently but again there was nothing
relevant.

Impossible!

Jayne switched to other sites, the local newspaper, a news site,
the state history site … but she still got nothing for her
searches. It was crazy, it was like it had never happened, it was
like the carnival had never burned down and no one had died.

It was a fairly big tragedy at the time, Jayne thought. This is
so weird. Dozens of people were killed. Why is there no trace of
it?

Jayne got up and walked over to the file cabinets. She pulled
open the drawer marked ‘S’ and flipped through the files. She found
the one she was looking for – Melanie Sands – and pulled it out.
She brought it back over to the desk, sat down and opened it.

It was empty.

“What the hell?” Jayne said aloud.

She stared at the empty file for several seconds, trying to come
up with a logical reason why the file would be empty. There wasn’t
one.

Something’s going on here, Jayne thought as she got up and went
back to the file cabinets. She opened two or three drawers at
random, took out different files, flipped through them. They were
all as they should be, thick with photographs, medication charts,
psychiatric reports, background information, all the stuff they
should contain.

So it was just Melanie’s file that was empty. But why? An idea
came to her and Jayne went back to the computer. She closed the
Internet browser and opened the hospital’s own database system. It
should have occurred to her to do this first. The file may be
inexplicably empty – it had to be some bizarre fluke – but she’d
find most of the particulars here.

She waited for the system to boot up then typed in SANDS,
MELANIE. An hourglass appeared on the screen. Jayne waited for the
results. Suddenly, the screen went dark and the following three
words popped up in capitals on the monitor:

NO RECORDS FOUND

 

This is ridiculous, Jayne thought.

She clicked back to the search page and typed in Melanie’s name
again, making sure she spelled it right even though she knew she
had the first time. After a few seconds and the reappearance of the
hourglass icon, the same three words popped up. Sighing in
frustration, Jayne went back and tried just SANDS. Nothing.

“What’s going on?” She spoke the words aloud again, then thought
for a moment and entered a different page on the database. She
typed in some words, requesting a list of all patients in the
hospital. The hourglass icon appeared. Jayne was expecting
NO RECORDS FOUND to come up again but instead a
list appeared beginning with the name ANDERSON, MICHAEL.

At least something’s going right, Jayne thought and scrolled
down through the names.

Melanie’s name wasn’t on the list. Jayne went through it again.
No, it definitely wasn’t there. She went through it a third time.
All the names that should be on it were there … except
Melanie’s.

Jayne got up and went to the coffee machine. She got a cup of
coffee, added milk. Then she just stood there by the fridge,
sipping the coffee.

What was going on? It made no sense. No matter what she conjured
up, none of it was logical. Hell, even her more bizarre thoughts
couldn’t be true. Cover ups, she thought. Some conspiracy. Someone
high up on the board of administrators. But no, none of that could
be. For no matter how outlandish the ideas and conspiracy theories
were, they could only explain why there were no records of Melanie
Sands in the hospital. But they still wouldn’t explain why there
was no record of Melanie or the fire at the carnival anywhere on
the web. It was like it had never happened.

At that moment Agnes came back. Jayne was about to start
babbling and throwing questions at her – but she stopped herself.
What if Agnes was involved? She told herself she was being
ridiculous. This was a small town hospital, there was no cover up
or conspiracy. The very idea was mad! It sounded like the kind of
thinking that got you in here in the first place.

Still, Jayne felt she couldn’t say anything to Agnes. She looked
at her colleague, who she’d worked with for over a year: plump,
middle-aged Agnes, a bit bitter but generally a good person. She
didn’t exactly look like a tool of oppressive conspirators.

“Are you alright?” Agnes said.

Jayne snapped back to herself. “Wha – what?” she stammered.

Agnes looked at her sternly. “I said, are you all right? First
you complain of tiredness, now you look as pale as a ghost. Are you
coming down with something?”

“I don’t know,” Jayne replied. “I don’t … I’m not feeling too
hot actually. Excuse me.”

She got up and went to the staff bathroom. She locked the door,
closed the lid of the toilet and sat down on it, her head in her
hands. As she sat there, trying to work through her thoughts, Jayne
began to feel shaky and sick. She also felt strangely detached from
her body. Things felt surreal, dream-like. First she’d had that
strange and so very vivid nightmare, now she had discovered that a
patient had been erased from all hospital files, and that events
that should be somewhere on the Internet weren’t.

She got up off the toilet and went to the sink. She stood
leaning against it, staring at her reflection in the mirror. For a
moment she felt déjà vu – then she remembered that this is what she
had done an hour ago, just after the dream.

Calm down, she told herself. There has to be some reason, some
explanation … but there wasn’t and she knew it. Besides, what about
the dream? There was definitely no explanation for that.

Suddenly, images began to explode in her brain – images of the
burning carnival, horrific, bloody images. They felt like …
memories.

“But I was never there,” she said. Then she said it again,
slowly, with emphasis, telling her reflection, as if this would
somehow underline things. “I. Was. Never. There!”

She hit her fist against the glass of the mirror, punctuating
the last word, and stared hard at her own reflection. Then her
nausea welled up and she rushed to the toilet, threw up the lid,
hunched down and vomited.

When she was done, Jayne wiped her mouth and leaned against the
wall next to the toilet. She dropped to a crouching position on the
floor. More images hurtled through her head. Flames, black smoke,
the spinning carousel on flames, full of screaming children.

What does it all mean? she thought, rubbing her brow where a
headache had begun to blossom – throb, throb, throb … And the
images continued, unabated, now mixing in with flashbacks of the
dream: the dunking booth, the bloody pool of body parts, the dark
figure of the man holding the red ball …

Jayne stayed on the floor for several minutes. Finally, the
images left her mind. She stood up, feeling very unsteady on her
feet. Thoughts about Melanie’s lack of a file, about the lack of
records on the Internet, tried to fester into the empty hole the
images had vacated. She forced them down and walked over to the
sink, splashed cold water on her face as she had done earlier.

She left the bathroom. She was about to walk down the hall to
the left, back to the nurses’ station and Agnes, when suddenly she
caught a glimpse of something in her peripheral vision at the end
of the hall to the right.

A flash of pink.

Startled, Jayne turned and looked. But the hall was empty.
Strong fluorescent lighting bounced off the white walls and the
white tiled floor. All the doors that led to the patients’ rooms
were closed. The hall was undoubtedly empty … yet there had been
that flash of pink.

As if someone had darted around the corner at the end of the
hall.

Someone wearing a pink dress perhaps.

Don’t be crazy! she told herself. What, you think the little
girl from your dream is somehow here? That’s insane.

Maybe it was but Jayne found herself turning to the right and
walking slowly down the hall. With every step the soles of her
white shoes squeaked on the tiles. The harsh fluorescent lighting
hurt her eyes. She still felt queer after vomiting and all the
thoughts and images and she put a hand out now and again, steadying
herself against the wall.

She reached the end of the hall and edged slowly around the
corner. It would be empty, no one was there, much less a little
girl from a dream … That flash of pink had just been a trick of the
mind or eye, a minor hallucination brought on from stress at the
dream, the weird images in her brain, the suspicious and strange
things she had discovered – or rather, hadn’t
discovered.

But the little girl was there.

She was standing a few feet away from Jayne, her hands behind
her back, looking up at Jayne as if she had been waiting
expectantly for Jayne’s arrival. There was a little pout on her
face that seemed to say, What took you so long you
slowpoke?

Jayne’s mind felt numb. She stood in shook for several seconds,
gaping at the little girl. Finally, she found her voice and asked:
“Who are you?” Her voice came out barely a whisper, cracked,
fearful.

The little girl gave her another reproachful look. And then she
spoke. “You know who I am, Jayne,” she said.

There was something strange about the voice. Something not quite
… human.

The hairs on the back of Jayne’s neck seemed to stand up at that
realisation. She felt goose bumps prickle the flesh on her bare
arms.

“I don’t know who you are,” Jayne said to the child, her voice
more audible now but still cloaked with fear. “I … dreamed about
you.”

The little girl giggled. It was an awful sound, not at all
innocent but somehow calculating, knowing, adult.

Now a shivery feeling began to crawl up Jayne’s spine as well as
the goose bumps and raised hairs on the back of her neck.

A thought came into her head before she could stop it: She’s
not alive and she’s evil.

The child giggled again, as if she had read Jayne’s mind, and
then she said: “Silly.” It was a taunt. “Of course you know who I
am. I’m you.”

A dizziness overwhelmed Jayne and she almost fainted.
Desperately, she clutched at the wall and shut her eyes.

It’ll be gone – for suddenly, it did seem more like an
it than a little girl – when I open my eyes.

But the little girl was still there when Jayne opened her
eyes.

“Jayne,” she – it – said, “you’ve got to listen to me
now. I’m going to tell you some things and I’m going to tell you
what to do.”
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A sound woke Melanie from a deep – and thankfully dreamless –
sleep. She opened her eyes to find herself staring at dark shadows
on the ceiling. She realized the sound that had woken her was the
turning of the key in the lock and she turned to look at the door
as it opened.

One of the nurses stood in the doorway. Melanie couldn’t tell
which – all she could make out in the darkness was the white of the
uniform.

When the nurse continued to just stand there, not stepping into
the room and not saying anything, Melanie reached out and pulled
the cord of the lamp next to her bed.

A weak pool of light spread out, illuminating the room and
stretching to the door. Melanie saw that it was the young nurse
that stood in the doorway: Jayne.

She was staring directly at Melanie but there was a blank
expression on her face and Melanie realized the nurse wasn’t quite
looking at her, but rather through her.

Feeling scared and not knowing why, just thinking there was
something so strange and creepy about the young nurse standing
there in the doorway, silent and staring blankly in at the room,
Melanie heard herself whimper.

“What do you want?” she called out, hearing her voice shaking
with fear.

It’s just the nurse, she tried to tell herself. No need to be
afraid.

But then why was she just standing there and not saying
anything?

The nurse didn’t reply to Melanie’s shout but she did take a
step into the room, just one single step across the threshold. Then
she reached down, took the keys from the other side of the door.
Melanie watched as the nurse closed the door – and locked it.

“What are you doing?” Melanie cried out. “Why are you locking us
in?” She sat up in the bed, threw the blanket aside and swung her
legs over the side.

Jayne still didn’t reply as she started moving towards the bed
and Melanie, that blank unseeing expression still on her face.

Melanie leaped off the bed and ran around to the other side,
putting the bed between them as Jayne advanced towards her.

“What’s going on?” she screamed. “What do you want?”

Jayne still didn’t answer but as she reached the bed, she looked
away from Melanie and began moving towards the window. Melanie
could only watch, stunned, as the nurse opened the window and then
turned back around and looked at Melanie. This time the nurse’s
eyes were looking right at her.

“Come and see, Melanie,” Jayne said. “Come look out the
window.”

Melanie shook her head – no. She stood at the side of
the bed, one of her hands clutching at it for support.

What the hell’s going on here? she thought. What’s happening?
Are the nurses gone crazy now too?

“No?” the nurse asked her. “You won’t come?”

Melanie shook her head again.

“Ok then,” Jayne said and started walking towards her.

Melanie shrank back against the wall. The nurse was walking
quickly towards her. Melanie thought about jumping up on the bed
and scrambling over to the other side –

But suddenly Jayne was right in front of her. She reached out
and grabbed Melanie by the arm and began to drag her towards the
window. Melanie struggled and tried to resist but the little nurse
was too strong and her grip was like a vise. She dragged Melanie up
to the window then got a fistful of Melanie’s hair in her hand and
started shoving her right at the open window.

“No,” Melanie screamed, struggling again. “No! Someone help!
Agnes! Someone! Help me plea – ”

Jayne clamped a hand over Melanie’s mouth and forced her head
out the window. Melanie heard glass shatter and sprinkle down on
the sill.

“Look, Melanie, look!” Jayne screamed in her ear.

Melanie had shut her eyes. She opened them now and found her
eyes drawn, as always, to the site of the carnival. But something
was different now. There were lights down there and sounds. She
listened carefully and heard laughter and cheery carousel music
floating through the night air.

No, she thought. It’s impossible.

“That’s right,” the nurse said. “It’s back again. But it’s about
to burn. Only this time I’m going to put a stop to it before it
happens.”

Jayne pulled Melanie away from the window and pushed her across
the room. Melanie landed on the floor by the bed. She tried to pull
herself up but she fell back down again. And then Jayne was
towering over her. There was a bitter smile distorting her
timid-looking face and her dark eyes gleamed.

“No, please,” Melanie said. “Please, don’t hurt me. I’m sorry –
”

“Oh Melanie,” Jayne said and laughed. “I’m not going to hurt
you. I’m just going to kill you.” She produced a syringe. Melanie
saw that it was empty.

“No!” she screamed but already Jayne’s arm was swinging down in
a deadly arc towards her, the needle gleaming as its wickedly sharp
point came right at Melanie’s face.
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Where the hell is that girl? Agnes was thinking. First she goes
to sleep for an hour, now she disappears to the bathroom for half
an hour.

Agnes wanted to go for another cigarette. But she didn’t want to
risk leaving the station unattended. It was just the two of them
but what if the phone rang? It was unlikely at this hour but still,
she couldn’t afford to get into trouble.

Then she heard the screams.

She was up off her feet and walking quickly down the hall. One
of the patients with night terrors. Maybe old Mr. Cavendish…

No, the screams were coming from behind Melanie Sands’s
door.

Typical, Agnes thought. That one was always trouble.
Particularly lately.

She grabbed the handle and pushed it down. But the door wouldn’t
give. Remembering she’d locked it earlier, Agnes found her keys,
selected the right one and slid it into the lock. But the key
wouldn’t go in the full way; it was meeting resistance on the other
side. Agnes tried to force it but it wouldn’t go in.

She pounded on the door with her fist. “Hey,” she cried. “What’s
going on in there?”

She realized now that the screams had stopped. She was trying to
think of what to do, maybe go fetch Jayne in the bathroom, that
Melanie Sands woman had obviously had some fit, had blocked the
lock with something, she hoped she wasn’t trying to crawl out the
goddamned window …

And then there was a click as a key was turned on the
other side of the door.

The door sprang open.

“Jayne,” Agnes said, with surprise. “What’s - ”

“I had to stop it before it happened again,” Jayne said to Agnes
and backed into the room.

Agnes followed her in. “What are you talking about?” she said.
“Is that Sands woman – ”

The question died in her mouth as she stepped into the room and
saw the Sands woman lying on the floor. A syringe was embedded in
her right eye socket. The punctured eyeball drooped from the cavity
and a crimson line of blood ran down her cheek.

Agnes gasped, tried to say something, found she couldn’t, and
turned to Jayne. The younger nurse looked at her. There were tears
in her eyes. Her face was ghastly pale and for some reason Agnes
was struck by the small detail that the girl’s hair was undone from
its smart little bun. Her blond hair was splayed about her
shoulders and hung in damp sweaty curls across her brow. Why this
detail should strike her when there was a dead patient with a
needle in her eyeball lying on the floor, Agnes never knew.

“It had to be done,” Jayne said. Then Agnes saw her pull
something from her pocket. It was a shard of glass.

Agnes began to back away. Had Jayne gone mad?

Then Agnes realised what the nurse was going to do …

“Don’t!” she screamed.

Jayne slid the sliver of glass across her throat. Her neck
opened in a jagged smile and blood began spraying from the jugular
and weeping down her throat.

Time turned to slow motion.

Agnes saw Jayne’s eyes close even as she felt the warm splash of
blood spray across her own face.

For a moment, as the girl staggered on her feet before she
dropped dead to the floor, Agnes looked again at the blond curls on
Jayne’s forehead, the red blood that was soaking all the white out
of her uniform and turning pink …

An image flashed into Agnes’s mind – a young girl with blond
curls and a pink dress. Then it was gone. Time sped back up.

The younger nurse was lying dead at Agnes’s feet in a spreading
pool of blood.
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Jayne was standing in a field. It was night and silver moonlight
washed across her. The grass was tall, blowing gently in the wind,
up to her knees. For a moment she thought she was at the carnival
site – either before or after it burned down – but it was just a
field, a field that stretched as far as her eyes could see.

She looked up at the night sky, the moon, the salting of silver
stars. Then she looked down at herself, not sure if she would see
her white uniform or a pink dress. But she wasn’t wearing anything.
She was completely naked.

Before she had time to wonder about this, and wonder why she
wasn’t cold, particularly as the wind blowing about her was, she
saw a dark hooded figure begin to approach her from across the
field.

Is this a dream? Or is this real?

She didn’t know anymore what was what. She didn’t even know what
was the past, the future, the present, let alone what was dream,
nightmare or reality.

And then the hooded figure stood before her. A deep voice came
from it: “You forgot something, Jayne.”

Jayne didn’t know what to say. After several seconds had passed
and the figure said nothing more, Jayne realized it was waiting for
her to speak.

“What did I forget?” she asked it.

“You forgot that it wasn’t Melanie who carried you through the
flames and dunked you into the blood.”

The cloaked figure told her to look down at the grass. Jayne did
and she saw that a little red ball was rolling across the grass
towards her.

She began to feel very afraid.

“It was a man.”

The hooded figure ripped back its hood in one sudden, violent
movement.

When Jayne saw his face she began to scream.
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Jayne screamed and screamed. She didn’t stop screaming until a
rush of white figures descended on her and she felt the prick of a
needle in her arm.

An unnatural blackness began to tug at her, pulling her down
into the dark.

“No,” she croaked, her voice a cracked whisper.

It’s just sleep, a lucid part of her brain told her. You’re just
going to sleep.

“No,” she said again. She had stopped screaming but she began to
cry and whimper. “Don’t let me go into the dark. He’s waiting for
me down there.”

Then her eyes fluttered closed and the white coats relaxed.
“She’s sleeping now,” one of them said. “She’s relaxed.”

But Jayne wasn’t relaxed. She was silently shrieking as the
black waves swarmed around her. The black tide washed over her.
Jayne struggled but felt herself swept, down and down, deeper and
deeper into the darkness, where she knew she’d meet the cloaked
figure again – and this time he would really hurt her.

I’m sorry Melanie, Jayne thought. I was wrong.

Then the blackness claimed her.
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