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I was angry with my friend;
I told my wrath, my wrath did end.
I was angry with my foe:
I told it not, my wrath did grow.

And I watered it in fears,
Night and morning with my tears:
And I sunned it with my smiles,
And with soft deceitful wiles.

And it grew both day and night.
Till it bore an apple bright.
And my foe beheld it shine,
And he knew that it was mine.

And into my garden stole,
When the night had veiled the pole;
In the morning glad I see;
My foe outstretched beneath the tree.

A Poison Tree
William Blake (1794)



YOU’RE GOING TO DIE ONE DAY



Lethwick, 1964

‘No one ever thinks about it, but you will. You’ll die, and as you do, you’ll look back at how you treated me, the things you said to me, and you’ll regret them. Before you go, you’ll miss me. You’ll miss everyone. And you’ll be so, so sorry. You will. I read it in a book.’

That’s what Sophie’s mother had said to her, the morning of her seventeenth birthday.

Now the girl was out here, walking with her gift. Unwashed strawberry-blonde hair curled around her shoulders.

All around, forests that had bloomed for decades were receding like a hairline. Heather grew out of the blasted, scorched, exhausted earth at peculiar angles. These plants squatted like beggars, holding out their hands toward the departing sun.

There were pines and chestnut trees, too, and … and …

Oak? Was that an oak?

Sophie wasn’t sure.

The trees seemed like they were alive that afternoon – as in, really alive. Sophie imagined them as frozen people caught up in silly shapes – dancers forming screams, shaking wigs upon their heads, posing their bodies skyward …

Red ants swarmed in their mounds, sand shifting in the barren grass.

She walked through this graveyard of trees. She had come out here to take a photograph. She bit her nails, sometimes.

There was this one tree, far along round the bend of the hills.

Sophie had noted this particular tree a few days back. She’d walked out here after an argument, as she had so often done.

The whole day changed whenever Sophie fought with her mother. She would want to leave home. She would also want to say sorry. She wished her feelings could be more consistent.

They had even argued this morning, exchanging a few words after her birthday cake. Every year, both mother and daughter mock-screamed, as if that cake could feel the knife, and they’d smile, and eat what they had cut. Every year Sophie’s mum would go to work if there was work to be done, and Sophie would not go to school because the date of her birthday always fell in the summer holidays. Every year, she’d stay at home. She would play with whatever she had been given.

This year, a camera. An Instamatic. It was the most expensive thing Sophie had ever owned. That morning, her mother had kissed her on the forehead after giving the gift to her. Fans whirred around the room, all the shut curtains rippling and bloating in their path. They had to keep out the heat.

‘Do you think you’ll use it today?’

‘Can I take your picture?’

Her mother shook her head.

‘I could take one when you don’t know I’m taking it.’

‘Don’t,’ her mother said. ‘Always ask, OK?’

‘The first ever photo of a person was by accident, you know. They just got caught in the corner of the shot …’

‘Who told you that?’

Sophie shrugged.

‘You could go out with your friends, maybe … Take your camera with you?’

‘I’ll probably sleep.’

‘What?’

‘When you’re at work … I’ll sleep.’

Her mother had found the idea of spending a birthday sleeping entirely absurd – insulting, almost. She had questioned her daughter, and had brought up her friends again, and … and …

Then it had started, and escalated.

Things had got dramatic, and Sophie knew she’d said awful things, too … about her mother’s friends, old crones, all of them … the men her mother saw … the men her mother had thrown herself at … Her mother, who’d used these same words and phrases against so many others. Her mother, who was losing everyone, little by little, year by year. Who kept a list of books she’d read the past twelve months, as if it were a thing she’d done her whole life. Whose happiness began to grow acquainted only with that list, its length, its breadth. As if words could make up for life. As if it were the quantity of her reading that mattered – the fact of it, more than the substance alone.

So here Sophie was, far from the empty fields, her house now entirely out of view.

‘There,’ she muttered.

She stared at the strange tree. She’d found it at last.

The main trunk itself was ivy-wrapped almost to the top. Around this tree there were three spheres, each composed of a mass of wood and grass, like nests. One floated from the tree top, one to the left, one to the far right. The distance they hung from the main wood seemed arbitrary, held in each case by a single twig.

Sophie wished she had a tripod. She wished she had her own darkroom, her own expensive film she’d read about in a magazine. She had declared herself an enthusiast, using her school’s equipment. She always had these obsessions, always threw herself utterly into the next pursuit or interest. There was something about her that was profoundly ungrateful, she knew. And she knew there should be guilt. She loved the camera, really she did. She loved it because it was hers.

‘Steady …’

After a few moments trying to steady her hands, she took a photo of the spheres.

She stood back, satisfied with the shutter’s click. She kept going towards the lake, over a mile from her home, now. The trees began to run thicker. Sometimes there were boats out. Maybe there would be some today. A few leaves rattled across the land. The smell grew fresher, the old oaty musk replaced with the scent of water, though it was still far off.

After a while, Sophie came across a piece of pipe, stuck down in the half-ashen soil.

It was a grey plastic cylinder. It did not appear to have been here for very long, or else it would have been dirtier, scratched up, maybe. Just a few inches wide.

Sophie stared at it for a time, shifting her weight. A fly landed on her calf. It walked along the bare skin below her shorts, above her socks.

She bent down, hesitating before she ran her index finger and nail-bitten thumb along the plastic’s edge. Looking down it, there was only black darkness, nothing to be seen, to be heard, to be smelled.

She pulled at the plastic pipe, but it did not shift. It appeared to run deep, wedged tightly into the earth.

She put her eye to the pipe, so close that the plastic almost jabbed her in her socket, almost left its print in her skin like a monocle. She held her ear to it, letting the plastic touch her flesh once more. She thought for a moment she heard sucking, shifting, but then realised, on reflection, it was most likely just the noise her own contact had brought.

She rose to her feet.

She held her camera over the pipe. The silver metal of her device shone in the final hour of sunlight. She took a photograph of the pipe from above, a bird’s eye view just as a cloud drifted overhead.

She walked on. She wanted to see the lake before the sky grew dark.

She wanted her mother to worry.

She didn’t know what she wanted.

The rest of her walk, Sophie encountered more ants. More plants. More trees.

She saw the ridge of the lake, just sixty feet away.

Near the water sat a pale girl. The pale girl dressed like mothers dressed. She sat with her legs hunched up, long arms bracing her either side, as if, when she lifted them, she might then slide down right beyond the shore and beneath the surface. She looked like she was sick, her skin was so drained of colour. Maybe she’d always been sick, or maybe her skin was misleading, a lie.

There was someone else, further away at first.

A man – a much older man.

His walk was deliberate, mechanical, slow.

He came and said something to the pale girl. She didn’t answer or turn her head. He spoke again, or his lips moved anyway.

Sophie tried reading them, whispering under her breath, imagining things her eyes could not possibly see. ‘Flowers … passing …’

No one heard her whisper.

The pale girl rose to her feet.

More details became clear now. There was a dirty white sock on her right foot and nothing else. There was a green leather shoe on her left.

Sophie took a photograph.

There was something pretty about the absence. Neither of the strangers seemed to hear or notice the click. Neither said anything. Neither turned to Sophie, so far away as she was.

She went home.

That night, they ate sausages and chips. Her mother didn’t say sorry for the argument in the morning, but it was all right. Sophie loved sausages, bacon, everything.

In the morning, Sophie went into town, walking the forty minutes along the hill paths, then down the main road when she had to. The whole region was Lethwick – the A-road running through to the north, the farms and forests, the hamlets and outer shops, and then what people really meant when they spoke of Lethwick – the cobbled mass, sucking tourists in like gravity. Sophie wasn’t allowed out here after sundown. Drivers sometimes cat-called her, they did so whatever the time, but something about night was presented as more dangerous than the day. Such behaviour from others had started back when she was twelve. Or maybe she only started to notice it then, she didn’t know. After a certain hour, the world was not to be trusted. But somehow the valley itself was always safe. It was their home. No one came there. No one but those who had hung those spheres in the tree. No one but the pale girl with the missing shoe.

In town, Sophie took her now full roll of film into the pharmacy.

An old woman murmured past the shelves, ‘What are you doing out here?’ Sophie couldn’t see her face or who she was talking to.

With the rest of her money Sophie bought some penny sweets. Newspapers talked of American wars.

Through the brickwork of the pharmacy, a record played in the distance. It repeated the word ‘love’ through the walls and through the streets. It repeated it so much that something about the voice horrified her, and—

‘Sophia,’ Sophie said, when the pharmacist asked her name.

She didn’t use this version apart from on official forms, on records. Her grandmother had had the same name as her.

It meant ‘wisdom’.

She gave her address.

The pharmacist told her the photographs would be ready within a couple of days. On the way out, an old woman started coughing in the main aisle, expelling an endless, sunken stream of stuttered breaths from wrinkled skin. Something inside wanted to escape. Some of the cough hit Sophie.

Sophie spent the afternoon wandering around the town. She saw few other teenagers around.

A couple smoked marijuana and watched her.

A girl at school had claimed to have had some once, but everyone knew it was just catnip.

People in Ancient Greece used to see things when they breathed in fumes. It was a religious experience. She’d read about it in class. She wondered what that would be like, to think you’d seen the face of a god.

Her mother had used to take her to church. Neither of them had been in years. Neither of them talked about it.

Still, they celebrated the festivals. Christmas. Easter. Midsummer and the grand mysteries.

There was no one else on the main roads. Nothing at all, not even a car.

Just silence the whole way.

She went home.

The night came and went.

The fans kept spinning round so fast you could barely see them, shifting the foxgloves, the campions, the roses, all the flowers her mother had taken and assembled on the mantelpiece and shelves and windowsills, some of them in soil, some of them in water, some of them cut, dying now.

The fans ran as the morning grew hotter. Sophie had never experienced anything like this temperature. She didn’t want to go outside.

Her mother stayed off work. In the darkness, the curtains shut, they tried to lose their heat. Sophie had told her about the old cougher in the pharmacy, about how she’d looked, how confused.

‘Old women like that …’ Her mother paused, her voice quiet. ‘They should be in homes. They shouldn’t be left to bother people.’ She lay on the sofa opposite Sophie, stretched out, her face lightly filmed in sweat.

‘Would you want to go into one?’

‘That what you’re going to do?’ Her mother half smiled. ‘Put me in a home?’

Sophie shook her head.

Her mother turned away and closed her eyes, trying to get comfortable on the rose-emblemed fabric. ‘If I ever lost my mind, I think I’d …’

‘You think what?’

‘I think I’d rather end it, if I wasn’t able to be myself.’ This, her mother said.

The television went on and on, sometimes just grey static in the midst of all these hills, but neither mother nor daughter could be bothered to go and change it.

At four minutes past nine Sophie saw people running along the hill path to their west, a small group.

At twelve to one, she began her nap.

All these days off school and nothing to do. It made Sophie wonder about life in general, how everyone wanted time off; how when it came, everything just felt empty. Maybe work was all there was – not her mother’s work, not the wage of a task you hate, but something important. Something meaningful. Something that might mean you never needed a break at all.

If you didn’t have a passion for your life, what was that life? Sophie had felt clever, thinking this, and had written it down in the margin of a book – a pot boiler, some detective story her mother had finished.

When she woke, her mother was gone.

There was no music, no sound, no light. The fans had all ceased.

Her mother couldn’t bear to be in a room without electricity, without motion. All the doors were shut. Sophie wandered through the halls, saw all these things.

There was a creak on the roof. Like all old houses, this place shifted hot and cold. It had scared her, more than once.

She went back to her room to get a magazine. She paused at her bedroom window and looked out.

Her favourite tree of all was close to the house, in the centre of an old fenced-off paddock, lately used for nothing at all but weeds. The apple tree grew in the middle of all that mass.

Her mother’s car was gone.

In its place was a yellow Ford Cortina. Two men stood in front of her home. Neither looked up. They had dark hats and dark suits, one of them sharper pressed than the other.

He was the older of the two, had a grey-black beard. The other, thin-faced, walked around to the lounge window and tugged at the frame. The window was open, it turned out. The older man just stood where he was, right at the door.

It was then that he began to hammer on it.

Two days after her birthday, the men took Sophie out to the woods.

She walked ahead of them in the dying light. It was almost the same hour she’d come out here that last time, an unintended coincidence on the men’s part, though it was helpful to their task. The same silly trees swayed, ooh-ed, aah-ed. The same ants swarmed the same sand. The smell of meat and oats and earth filled the hot air.

She walked, and the two strangers followed.

They said they were from the police.

She went with them.

They weren’t allowed to speak to her without her mother present.

She went off with them anyway.

It made her feel important. It made her feel scared.

They said they had to know. They said they needed her.

They came to the lakeside. There, the grey-black bearded man nodded, holding a photograph in the air before him. ‘Same place,’ he said, and Sophie wasn’t sure if it was a question. This was where she’d taken the photo of the pale girl by the lake, yes. She just said, ‘Yes.’

The other turned on his radio and muttered something.

The two policemen spent a while here, asking questions, watching Sophie’s face.

What did you hear?

What did you see?

What direction did they go in?

Where did he come from?

What was his accent?

Did they see you?

Did—

She wanted to go home. It was getting late.

‘The pipe,’ they said, eventually.

She tried to find it for them like they asked.

She searched through those trees, through the wooden arms that brushed her, the fingers that scraped at her legs. She searched, these men watching her, these silent men.

The older one grew frustrated with her.

‘You’re doing well,’ he said, but this was a lie.

She knew lies. Her family had told so many.

The next day, the officers would discover a shallow pit of loose soil, around it dug a seven-foot by seven-foot pit, almost precisely square. Dirt had been dumped in to fill the hole.

It was not a grave. There was no body. A large container had been removed from the earth, apparently long before the authorities had arrived.

The same place Sophie had seen the pipe in the ground. The same place Sophie had taken one of her photos. The pipe was gone too.

For now, the search ended without success.

They went back home after it was dark.

Her mother was there crying, uniformed officers by her side.

Her mother got up and hugged her.

It was so surprising, so sudden a motion that it felt as if it could not be real. It felt staged, like so many other things her mother staged for the benefit of outsiders.

But the woman’s skin was cold, even in all this heat.

Was the concern real? And why? She had been out a thousand times before – there was no curfew, no prohibition on exploring these woods.

The police officers questioned them both for a few hours: who Sophie had seen in those hills, why was she out taking photographs the day before …

‘There were things in the trees,’ Sophie told them. ‘I wanted to …’ She hesitated. ‘I wanted to know what they were.’

It all felt small, saying these things out loud.

They found the image in question. The pharmacist had processed her film cartridge. What he had seen within had caused his arms to slow, his lips to quiver. He’d contacted the authorities. So here they were.

‘This photograph?’ the thin detective asked.

Sophie nodded, staring at the three orbs hanging from the bark.

‘It’s just mistletoe.’ He grinned. ‘It’s what it looks like in the wild. You kiss people under it.’

The most peculiar photograph, and the police didn’t even care.

Only accidents gave Sophie importance.

They took all the prints, the pale girl, the pipe. They asked her not to discuss them.

It took her a while to understand the enormity of what she’d seen.

It was about hope, in part, the older policeman said. It was about not letting others know what they knew, until the time was right.

‘Keep it to yourself.’

Sophie nodded.

They left her home.

The older man with the grey-black beard, he’d left his card – and his mother put it on the fridge with a magnet. ROBERT KELLY, it read.

The next day Sophie went to the pharmacy. She was relieved when they confirmed the negatives were still in their possession. After all, why wouldn’t they be? A different person was on shift, one who had not dealt with the police. He didn’t know he wasn’t supposed to give Sophie the pictures. After all, she had ordered them in the first place, hadn’t she?

Weeks later, unable to sleep, Sophie held one of these images. It was not the first time she had held it. All around were cut-outs from newspapers, from magazines, from doodles. These past years she’d decorated her wall as best she could, the sedimentary layers of all her phases, all her brief flirtations of interest in different authors and animals and singers, her prototype personality.

She held the photograph under her desk light. It shone above the glossy card, as if it were a sun.

The photograph showed the grey plastic pipe, the soil all around, the camera lens hovering above at a perfect angle.

The pipe was dark within, but for a flicker of light, reflected along the tube.

Sophie had looked at it, again and again.

She looked now.

The public was given only the photograph of the pale girl at first, how she had walked with a man against a grey lake, a setting sun.

A girl who had been missing for three years, frozen in a moment.

The Earlsham family would deem this sighting a miracle. They would want to meet the photographer. They would want to ask her so many questions. Within their lifetimes, their daughter would never be found. Sophie was their last connection to the lost, the same age their pale girl would be, if she still lived. Any previous attempts to accept their daughter’s death had forever vanished with that one brief proof of life.

The image of the missing girl would adorn newspapers and magazines in the months to come, an appeal made by the family itself. They wanted their daughter to know they still loved her, that she could still come home, that if she came back to their house, or even just Lethwick once more, they could heal, and she could heal too. They wanted to know if this man had taken her, if he still had her, whoever he was, his face so unclear … They wanted him to know that he was forgiven. They just wanted everything to be as it was.

The second photograph, the pipe, would not be published until October.

One day Sophie’s mother had showed it to a broker without her daughter’s knowledge. They discussed a price. A deal was made. The proceeds would be invested. They would have got more if they’d given up moral rights, too, but Sophie’s mother insisted.

Sophia Bertilak would be listed as the photographer. Sophie would be listed wherever the image was licensed, wherever its rights were paid.

It would be the most famous photograph of her career, the front of book covers, the head of each ensemble collection as the decades rolled on, as she moved on from Lethwick to job after distant job, home after distant home.

In the dying days of the war, Sophie would go across the sea to Vietnam. She would capture horrors. She would see the world as it really was, as it could be, as it should have been. She would show all of these things, mastering light and subject, learning the things you had to do.

She would learn so much, and still that photo – that day in the woods, that birthday beneath the trees – would define her whole life.

It would eclipse all that she was.

She had no pride in it. It had just been an accident. It made her sad to take credit for it.

At the time, she’d held her eye against a pipe in the soil and had seen nothing but darkness.

‘You didn’t see anything there, did you?’

‘It was dark. When I put myself against it, I blocked out more light, and—’

‘It was luck?’

She shrugged, the television cameras all around. ‘It was light.’

‘What made you want to take a photograph of it in the first place?’

‘It was—’

‘It was intuition, wasn’t it? It was your eye—’

She nodded.

It was like a Magic Eye puzzle. At first it was hard to notice, if you didn’t know what you were looking for. The soil all around, patterned in swirls of chalk and dust and root and brown, made it hard to distinguish what was within the pipe and what was without. Light caught on it all.

The grey plastic, too, caught light.

All that was left of that moment was this photo, carried throughout the years.

Half an eye, red-rimmed and terrified, stared forever at the sun.

Up at the lens, half a face peered from under the earth, alive. Its skin pallid, chapped, smeared with dust and soil. What hair could be seen, long and wet and dark in the black and white. Hints of fingers in the corner of the plastic, whether to scrape above, whether to attract attention or help, whether to try to touch the girl above, no one knew. Its mouth, silent, afraid, quivering.

A child had sat beneath the world. It all came back to eyes in the end, the window of souls, of worlds, of animals. The first crime, and the last.

The light faded.

Decades passed. Sophie grew older, and had her own children until these children were no longer children, losing some in her womb, losing one in the world, and the others, far away, Lucy and Matthew and Joanna, barely speaking to her or one another, as if they’d never meant a thing to each other, as if their time with her had been a lie.

Sophie grew old, and she’d look at it again, one day.

She’d look at the picture one final time.



Lethwick.
Now.

You had to be careful, the night the power died.

That ancient, gentle town, stained with acid and rain and time, it all melted away in darkness. Even the traffic lights. Even the stars, obscured by dark and invisible clouds, faded from view. The world grew lonely, quiet, still.

Some connection – some cable, some synapse passing through the long hills and long valleys – had been broken, and in its breaking, all light had left a thousand homes. All that remained was night and fog, creeping past the ruins of the old abbey, of scalloped stone buildings, beyond the smear of B&Bs and coffee shops and overpriced pubs; it reached through the jittery, half-fearful, half-joyous minds of those who lived there, those who had visited. There was something fun about the loss of light. There was something terrifying.

The night of the power cut, the swollen banks of the river were deserted, silent but for the trickle of their water, the movement of an occasional hedgehog or badger, these miraculous survivors of roads that criss-crossed the hills like veins. Children, too, had been hit by cars throughout the decades, through blind summits and corners too obscure for sight or warning.

For a time, the local authorities had trialled 20mph roads to improve safety and encourage cycling. The resulting delays in journeys and anger from local residents led to a reversion back to 30-40mph speed limits. Five more people lost their lives every year as a result.

The animals could see in the wake of the power cut, far keener than any human eye.

Far away, coal emerged from the earth. Machines drank oil from the sea. Atoms split. The homes of this place had been emptied out, replaced with richer homes for tourists, holiday lets, rentals.

The gentry had grown like an infection, and grew still. Soon, there would be few left who had been born here, who could still afford to remain.

Tourists hurried to their rooms in the broken dark, worrying about their phones’ batteries, about what light the devices might yet cast.

The hotels on the hillsides all around, with their spa-town marble white and false Doric columns, hosted parties in the candlelit black. Drinks and refreshments were handed out to their guests, reassuring them that all this was transient, that all this would pass in this lovely place far from the city, from the coast, from any reminder of an outside world.

Lethwick was closed off from time and progress, rich in history, both sublime and bloody.

That old, almost ironic motto, which had come to gain the texture of a joke in the wake of centuries past – of killings on the old routes, of what forgotten people had done, and what kings had once done to them in turn. If you bothered to pay attention in school. If you could even remember it when you were older. If you could still care.

England’s legacy.

Oppidum vetus leneque.

‘A town, ancient and gentle.’

Population 12,500.

Lethwick.

Still, everyone knew such murderous times were now past. What few unnatural deaths there had been here in the twenty-first century were seen as unfortunate cases of domestic abuse for the most part, or drink-driving. Nothing dramatic. Nothing that troubled most, beyond the victims’ families, or those who’d had to see their loved ones go to jail. Oppidum vetus leneque, so it went.

There were some heart attacks, the night of the power cut. All natural causes. Vulnerable people faded in their beds as they faded everywhere; rich or poor, it did not matter. Nurses moved them to the morgues.

One of the deaths was different, that night.

It was for this person that the power cut would be remembered.

After this woman’s death in the growing dark, there would be nothing to bury.

There was no body.

By her lonely house, down in the centre of yet another valley, yet another depression in the squeezing swelling world, there was no human sound, not after the act was committed.

If you’d stood there, if you’d walked there, you’d have heard only the cry of pigs.

The old woman, the victim, the final girl who had grown up here, who had come back here in her final years, she had lived alone but for these young animals, these farmyard pets.

There were two pigs. Their skin was sunburned, pink-white beige. Their paddock was small, located right outside the woman’s house, which was itself black and white, built of outlandish angles and shifting extensions. In the windows sat dusty pictures of family members, not seen for years.

There was a great tree in the paddock’s centre, an apple tree.

The pigs screamed, trampling against each other, their cries undercut, punctuated by a chorus of grunts.

There were tufts of human hair everywhere. There was blood, not red in that dark, not any colour at all.

The final words that this human would ever say in this place were whispered in the darkness: ‘flowers, passing’.

The seed had sprouted.

Seventy years vanished within stomachs. Fingers danced within acid.

The woman’s mind was divided across her porcine companions as they ate pieces of skin, of organs, of bone. That was all that became of her life, of all those years, of her death.

That was what became of Sophie Bertilak, over seventy years old that year. Just a mile or two from orbs of mistletoe in the trees, from a lake in the woods, from loose soil where a pipe had once been placed, from where she had taken her photos on her birthday, so many decades ago.

You had to be careful, the night the power died …

Everyone soon found out what had happened to Sophie, once morning came. Everyone knew.

It was no accident.

Something like that didn’t just happen by accident. Not to someone like her. Not to someone who’d lived such a life. People knew who she was. People knew about her career, about how it had started.

How could it have been an accident, the old woman’s death, when she’d walked with death her whole life? Those burned, scarred arms emerging from her red coat throughout the decades, freezing souls for a moment in ink and paper. That easy – faded – gentle smile. One you could trust. The kind of girl you felt you’d known your whole life, even if you met her for just a few minutes.

How could her demise be less than a murder?

The hours passed, and the sun rose through the grey, cigarette-smoke sky. The light came back. A postman reported finding glasses in the front driveway, the door of poor Sophie Bertilak’s house left open, no sound within. The police were there within the hour.

There was a question, then.

What to do with these pigs who yet lived, their mouths bloody with human flesh.

These pigs, who ran around, excited in their little paddock beneath the old apple tree, their bellies full, the summer sun rising overhead.



‘Twelve voices were shouting in anger, and they were all alike. No question, now, what had happened to the faces of the pigs. The creatures outside looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again; but already it was impossible to say which was which.’

Animal Farm
George Orwell (1945)
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FROM: Rebecca Allen

SUBJECT: RE: Goodbye

DATE: 13 April, 18:20

TO: Gwen Lott

We’ve had excellent weather the past week – the papers are saying it’s too hot and that it’s never been this hot, but I don’t think that’s true, there were plenty of hot days in the seventies. There have been heatwaves as long as I can remember and what is a little heat really?

I hope you enjoy your new adventure. It’s been a long time since I’ve had adventures of my own. Joanna is getting married next year to her partner. I wish you could come, but I suppose you’ll still be a world away, won’t you?

Thank you so much for your suggestion – I’m not sure I can afford a holiday at the moment, but I do think it would be good for me.

I don’t think I should go alone. I’ve never been able to go places alone. Always had to have someone with me. I’ve seen people eating in restaurants by themselves. It’s so sad. I don’t want to be sad.

Maybe I’ll just wait for the wedding. Maybe my cough will go by itself. I don’t know.

FROM: KING’S HOTEL LETHWICK

SUBJECT: Booking Confirmation

DATE: 02 May, 06:43

TO: Rebecca Allen

Thank you, Rebecca! Your booking for King’s Hotel Lethwick has been confirmed.

Check-in: 16th June

Check-out: 19th June

Your room: 3 Rooms, 3 Adults

Location: KING’S HOTEL LETHWICK, Kings Parade, L223 7PJ

Breakfast: Included

Cancellation Policy: All bookings between 01/06-01/09 are non-refundable

FROM: Julia Allen

SUBJECT: Re: Holiday

DATE: 02 May, 08:12

TO: Rebecca Allen

I still don’t really understand why you would book two separate rooms for me and Arthur. I don’t understand why you wouldn’t even ask us if we were free. He can’t make it – he’s not just saying it, he really can’t, he can’t get time off his work and even if he could, I really don’t like the way you went about this or the lack of respect you continue to show for our lives. That’s not my problem, it’s yours.

FROM: Julia Allen

SUBJECT: Re: Holiday

DATE: 11 May, 07:51

TO: Rebecca Allen

Yes. I’ll go if Cooper goes. But I’m not going to ask her for you.
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[Photographs of a woman with shoulder-length dark hair appear. Sometimes the hair is tied up in a pony tail. Sharp, wide eyes and a prominent brow. To Rebecca, it’s as if she is looking at images of herself, decades past, but for the settings and contexts. But for the farm clothes, the suits, the crime scenes, the press conferences, the trials, the court steps, for all those flashes of camera light in Cooper’s pained, half-defiant face … But for the life her little girl ran away to.

Rebecca never understood the appeal of having your photograph taken like this, of spreading yourself out into the world. She wonders if Cooper likes attention too much. She wonders if she raised her right. She wonders why she has to read her daughter’s news on the internet, rather than being told it face to face. She wonders if her headache will ever end, and she stops looking at her computer for a while, gathering the courage to send the email that must be sent.]

FROM: Rebecca Allen

SUBJECT: Family get-together

DATE: 12 May, 23:09

TO: Cooper Allen

[DRAFT – not sent]

Dear Cooper,

I hope this email finds you well. Julia and I were just wondering if you would like to join us in the countryside for a reunion. We were thinking of the town of Lethwick, which is said to be a really beautiful place with really clean air, and probably really good for us. I hope you

[Nothing else is typed. The draft ends mid-sentence]

FROM: Rebecca Allen

SUBJECT: Family get-together

DATE: 15 May, 05:59

TO: Cooper Allen

[DRAFT – not sent]

Hi Cooper,

I’ve bought us three rooms for a girl’s trip to Lethwick! It would be amazing to see you again and catch up on all your news, and I know Julia is really looking forward to spending some time with her big sis! I’ve forwarded the details of the booking and just let me know if you have any questions! I know it’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other and

[Nothing else is typed. The draft ends mid-sentence]

FROM: Rebecca Allen

SUBJECT: Family get-together

DATE: 23 May, 08:22

TO: Cooper Allen

Dear Cooper,

Please find attached our booking for a trip to the town of Lethwick this summer. Julia and I hope you can join us.

It would be good to talk,
Love Mummy



***

‘To solve,’ the lecture had begun, years ago now.

Cooper Allen had sat down in the back. The third day of her Veterinary Forensics MSc. She had been late three times already.

‘From the Latin “solvere”, to loosen, to unfasten. The Middle English: to dissolve, to untie. The notion of solving crime contains not only a sense of detangling evidence, suspects, and the facts of a case, but of dissolving them, letting them loose, changing them through mere contact. There is no happy ending when it comes to solving. Both investigator and investigated are freed from all ties that bound them. They are in a sense, consumed.’

Cooper wrote notes. She worked hard. She wondered what the future would bring.



PART 1:

THE BREAK

DR COOPER ALLEN
THE PRESENT DAY



1

‘Will you take a photo for us?’

A couple had asked Cooper this earlier in the day. She had not wanted to say ‘yes’. She was not accustomed to agreeing, not to strangers. But what she was used to in her ordinary life didn’t matter anymore, did it? She was on a holiday. She was no longer living an ordinary life; she was no longer bound by the time of day or the day of the week. She was well practised in self-delusion.

Cooper had been looking out from the edge of the hotel’s beer garden, her right foot bent into a tiptoe, leaning against the metal railings, staring at the trees in the valley below, their green canopies blooming and bulging like air bubbles in a stew – churches and houses of God emerging at random intervals in the town, in the ruins of ancient woods.

Cooper had heard this happy, cheery girl’s voice. Turning to look at her future subjects, the couple was much older than Cooper would have expected. The man sounded young too, his voice clear and fresh and high as he passed Cooper his phone, giving an explanation of why they were visiting the town: a honeymoon.

‘Are you here with your boyfriend?’ the fifty-year-old girl asked, hair half grey, but still, a girl she was in her voice. The voice, the face, were all Cooper had to go on: appearances and sounds.

This old girl got ready to pose as Cooper accidentally exited the camera app on the old boy’s phone. Fuck. Cooper tried to find it again but none of the app icons were standard. In her panic she somehow ended up going into the girl’s personal messages. She—

‘Sorry if that was too personal a question,’ the girl added. ‘I just – it’s just such a romantic place …’

‘No, yep,’ Cooper said, her voice vaguely phlegmatic with disuse, with days of not talking, of wondering, of waiting. ‘I’m just here with the old boyf.’

‘Boyf?’ the man rose an eyebrow.

‘Boyfriend …’ Cooper pretended to take the photo, handed the phone back, and left to return to the main building, acting as if a fictional romantic partner awaited her inside, and not a weekend with a passive-aggressive sister and a controlling, cruel mother.

Sometime later, Cooper had pork belly for dinner, staring out at the sunset through the vast, clear glass walls.

A stranger talked to another stranger about how they were so drunk last night, about how they couldn’t remember anything, about why they kept doing this to themselves, why their idea of a good time was collapse and amnesia and self-obliteration.

Other guests laughed, and gambled, and ate and drank.

The sun set.

Cooper went up to her room and there she sat, still alone.

She looked at her phone.

She’d told herself she wouldn’t go on it too much, not during this trip.

She’d told herself she would have a break.

She was on a variety of internet forums and message boards before night fell.

Kathleen Daniels missing 2014 (new update)

Family burn in fire (Littleport) – accidental death or murder?

Abductions across south-western United States

She read cases, cold and new.

She posted in response to the theories of amateurs, adding her own. Looking at the evidence where there was evidence.

She sought the posts with pictures more than any other.

She had difficulty feeling anything, except when there were pictures.

She missed this work.

So she sat, alone.



2

Cooper made a friend.

The night before this family reunion, booked without her agreement or knowledge … the night before her mother and sister arrived at this distant, quiet place … the night before the end began, though Cooper didn’t know it yet … yes, it was a good night to meet new people.

She had come here early. She had booked days in the calendar for slots before and after the duration reserved by her mother. If she was going to take time off work, it would be on her own terms, she would have time to settle first, she would have time to recover and decompress. She didn’t do this very often – not family stuff, not time off, though she had stayed in plenty of hotels, travelling as her job demanded. It made it hard to meet people.

Everywhere fell to darkness that night, all across town, all across the hills and valleys of Lethwick. Yet even so, Cooper made a new friend in the gloom of the hotel’s power cut.

It was by chance.

Prior to their first meeting, Cooper’s new friend had locked herself out of her room and, desperately needing to use the toilet – and phone-less, without light – had stumbled her way through the long empty halls of the King’s Hotel, searching for signs.

Cooper had also been out in those halls, imagining that as a result of the power cut she might somehow get some free stuff from the hotel lobby. Whether candles, water bottles, refreshments, whatever, Cooper had always liked free things. Indeed, in the days after university, she had developed a little shrine of free gifts she’d sent off for in newsletters and email promotions, receiving such treasures as special toilet rolls or kitchen tongs that had in turn given Cooper a sense of bizarre achievement. A silly feeling worth ten times the market price of the objects themselves. Perhaps there would be more here.

So Cooper had departed into the grey and the black, with only her phone’s light for company.

Then she met her new friend. She got something free, after all.

The two women came face to face near a silver door marked FIRE EXIT, right at the edge of a stairwell.

Cooper saw her own reflection superimposed over the stranger in the glass.

The only light they had was from the torch of Cooper’s phone.

Cooper’s dark, short hair still hung damp from the shower, self-cut just weeks before in a misguided decision she still didn’t want to think about. Cooper’s eyes and mouth were twisted in an unintentional glare which she soon corrected to something more neutral. Her green coat hung loose over pyjamas.

The stranger was shorter by a head, her skin freckled.

Her hair was light brown or ginger, Cooper couldn’t tell, not against the smudge of her own reflection – longer than Cooper’s though – no self-cutting disasters there.

Her cheeks were puffy, her make-up slightly messy and stained.

She didn’t glare, but she did seem surprised at the sudden contact with Cooper; a little scared almost, but this resolved itself into apology.

‘I’m sorry!’ the stranger exclaimed, as if trying to go through the same doorway were some heinous crime.

‘It’s OK, really— A-OK.’ Cooper stood back, holding the door open, and the stranger hesitated before walking past.

The stranger hesitated again, a little way down the hall, her back to Cooper.

‘Are you OK?’ Cooper asked, suddenly.

The stranger turned, face barely visible in the dark.

She shook her head.

So Cooper led the stranger back to her hotel room, unlocked the door, and let her use the en-suite bathroom facilities.

It felt like a small thing, though the logistics were more difficult than Cooper had anticipated. There was no electricity, of course, and the stranger had lost her phone stumbling in those long halls. So Cooper had to shine her own phone light through a gap in the en-suite bathroom’s door as the stranger sat down on the toilet. It embarrassed Cooper to do this, though why, she did not really know. Cooper didn’t know if the stranger was also embarrassed at this strange intimacy. But she had needed her help, hadn’t she? It didn’t matter either way, what this woman might have drunk, what she might have done to get herself into this state.

Afterwards, they talked for a while, preferring company, now that company was present.

It was all somehow clearer, sitting on Cooper’s bed, her phone’s dwindling battery giving them light to see each other.

They traded names. They both had boy’s names – or, at the very least, names that people assumed were those of men. They joked about it.

The stranger was called Alex, though Cooper heard a slightly different name when it was first spoken, muffled through tired lips.

‘What?’

‘Alex,’ the woman had said.

Alex had been crying. Of course it was that – the redness, the puffiness, the now dried mascara charting her disturbance in falling lines, like a lie detector test, like the rhythm of an earthquake. She was smiling now, though, albeit in a tired, distant way.

Alex talked about it all, the floodgates breaking open. Quite literally. She talked about the event that had ruined her recent life, the secondary blow after her boyfriend had left her earlier in the year. Her basement flat near the town centre had flooded in a spring storm a few months before. This hotel stay had been funded by her insurer, a place that was meant to be temporary, but which had now lasted months. Then there was this power cut at the end of a long day, of long hours.

‘I work at Church Home,’ Alex said. They’d taken little bottles of whiskey from the now silent mini-bar fridge. Why they were kept cold, neither knew. She drank anyway. ‘A care home, sorry.’

Alex looked after the old. Some were as healthy as they could be. Some abandoned. Some had lost the full use of their minds and bodies.

‘What about you?’ Alex asked her host. ‘What do you do? Sorry, I should have asked …’

Cooper didn’t know how to answer. So she changed the subject for a while. She talked about her family. About how her mother and her sister were meeting her for a woodland, pastoral holiday. She hadn’t spent much time with them in recent years.

‘Why?’ Alex asked, and Cooper hesitated for a while, before lying, drinking more of her drink, and lying again.

‘We just drifted apart. Like Tom Hanks and Wilson.’

Alex smiled. ‘Are you Tom Hanks or the ball in this scenario?’

‘The ball, forever floating out to sea … Definitely the ball.’

So the night went on.

It took another hour for some truth to come.

‘I investigate cases involving animals,’ Cooper said, sitting against a throne of pillows and cushions they’d scavenged from around the room and cupboards. Alex rested on her left, like they’d known each other for years. Cooper went on. Cooper told her new friend how she’d trained as a vet, how she’d had this whole life planned out, living with her then boyfriend, her two cats, a rented cottage in the countryside, in a place not unlike this place.

Things had changed, but they changed for everyone, didn’t they? That was life.

Now she did this. She used those skills to take photographs of crime scenes for the police, to gather and assess animal-related evidence, whatever the species, whether animals were the alleged aggressors or the main victims of an incident. She travelled the country, working as a consultant.

She really was just in Lethwick for a break, though. To have a rest before her family came. She laughed a broken, tired laugh. ‘I thought it would be good for me to come early. Whenever my mother talks, it’s just about her health these days … these years, if I’m being honest. She’s been dying of one thing or another her entire life.’

‘And your sister? What does she talk about? I wish I had a sister.’

Cooper looked at her drink. ‘My sister doesn’t talk. Not to me, anyway.’

‘You drifted apart?’

‘Like a ball in the ocean.’

Cooper told Alex a lot of things, then. Stories she’d hardly told anyone. Images that had haunted her waking moments. Cases solved and unsolved. They talked for hours more, and still, dawn did not come.

And Alex – she was enthralled. She responded as if Cooper had begun some kind of performance.

‘I had no idea that was even a real job!’

It turned out that Alex listened to true crime podcasts every night in order to go to sleep. Alex admitted this with the semi-defence of knowing plenty of other women who also did so.

‘Don’t they get into your dreams, though?’ Cooper asked, yawning. ‘If you’re listening right before bed?’

It didn’t matter, Alex claimed. Even if these stories of murder infected dreams, they met some need, some yearning, didn’t they?

Alex couldn’t sleep without them.

‘What about you? Do you listen to them?’ Alex asked. ‘Or would that be a busman’s holiday?’

Cooper laughed. She took out her phone and showed Alex her posts – the countless threads in true crime communities she had joined these two years past, the contributions she’d made as part of her hobby.

As Alex looked, Cooper’s smile faded. She wondered if she should have shown Alex this. If she should have let her username be seen.

But what did it matter?

Alex was a stranger. She was not part of her life.

It was OK to let her in.

Half an hour later, their conversation was interrupted by a knock on their door.

Cooper went to it, shining her torch light at the knob, then leant out cautiously to see who had come – only to find a middle-aged man knocking two doors down.

Odd that it had sounded like their own.

Cooper shut and locked it.

By the time Cooper had sat back down, her new friend had already taken another drink from the minibar.

‘Anyhow,’ Alex shrugged, smiling. ‘I ended up dating a pig, after all.’

Alex talked about him for a while, this police officer. ‘My ex never did anything as interesting as what you do, though. Lethwick … it’s not exactly a dangerous area.’

Alex shared the history of their supposed love.

This police officer, he had been distant for months before their break-up, had never really explained to Alex why they’d had to break it off, beyond vague allusions to getting ‘serious about his life’.

Alex still slept with him sometimes. He even had a new girlfriend, and now Alex was just his ‘bit on the side’.

‘Obviously a terrible idea,’ Cooper said, and Alex laughed, then apologised for laughing. She asked Cooper what kind of romantic mistakes she might have made in her time.

Cooper avoided answering.

Cooper started asking difficult questions instead – real important questions such as, if mint toothpaste were to be banned across the United Kingdom, what flavour would Alex replace it with? If Alex had to become a dinosaur, which species would she choose?

Alex was horrified by the concept of any other flavour, but resolved on lemon for the alternative universe toothpaste. ‘It’s a bit more acidic, right?’ and Cooper agreed solemnly. As far as dinosaurs went, Alex chose ‘long neck’ but couldn’t remember the names of any actual species.

They waited in a darkness that never seemed to change, never seemed to hint at a restoration of electricity or sunlight. It just went on, and they drank, sitting on a bed that belonged to neither of them. They talked about many things, getting drunk, losing all sense.

‘Two weeks ago. I had a …’ Alex paused. ‘I haven’t told anyone.’ She went on, talking fast. ‘I – I haven’t told anyone I got rid of it, that it was even an “it” in the first place.’

‘It’s OK.’

‘My family would never talk to me again if they knew,’ Alex gulped. ‘My ex, he—’

‘You said he was a pig. Was he a pig about this?’

‘I never told him. I love him and I never told him.’ Alex shook her head. ‘I just couldn’t – I didn’t have enough money. I can’t look after myself, let alone a … a …’

‘Piglet?’ Cooper asked, and immediately, she knew this was one of the worst things she’d ever said; she felt she should apologise, this half-joke, this remark for the sake of making a remark, but Alex just smiled a sad smile.

And they moved on.

They waited for the light to come back.

Alex asked if Cooper had anything else they could have. Anything that might take the edge off.

‘Just what’s in the mini-fridge,’ Cooper said, but Alex’s face, her reply … She meant something else, Cooper realised. Not a drink. Not something kept in a fridge.

And the answer was no.

She didn’t. She never did. She hadn’t even smoked a cigarette, not in a while.

Alex tried to smile, and said it was OK. They kept talking, practically leaning on each other.

‘I wish I had a life like yours,’ Alex said.

Cooper played what music she could on her phone for a while, the songs saved, the battery slowly emptying in sound.

Eventually, something else came.

A podcast.

A discussion of an old series of murders.

‘Yesss,’ Alex said, and leant back. ‘Now I can go to sleep.’

The vet and the nurse – the investigator and her new friend – Cooper and Alex, listened to the discussion in the powerless dark.

There were hardly ever any answers in these podcasts.

The more unexplained, the creepier. The less there was a resolution or an explanation, the juicier it felt.

The joy of true crime stories – that they felt like they could not be true at all.

The vet and the nurse listened, on and on, sleeping, waking … ‘the maid heard a knocking out in the barn,’ sleeping, ‘food was found on the counter, suggesting someone had been staying there,’ waking, ‘never found …’

They became friends, dreaming to a massacre.

If they’d never met, things might have been different.



Transcript from the podcast
‘Unexplained Mysteries’

You know those dreams where you honestly believe they’re actually happening?

How strange it feels when you wake up.

How confusing.

How, if you’re dreaming about the wrong thing, the wrong person, waking from a dream can break your heart.

That’s what happened to two parents back in the 1960s. This man and this woman, their daughter vanished not once, but twice, within the space of just a few years – in a mystery still unsolved until this day.

So click like and subscribe, and listen to today’s Unexplained Mystery …

[Theme music plays, a series of oddly chirpy chiptune beats]

Stephanie Earlsham was born in Sadler’s Rise, a small hamlet about ten miles to the south-west of Cambridge, England. Ten miles from where, one day, aged thirteen, she would vanish without a trace.

Stephanie was this bright, happy, normal kid with a normal, happy childhood. She had a lot of friends too – she was a really popular girl – and no one seemed to have a bad word to say about her. The only thing was she was a little precocious, maybe – she looked older than her age. She was really pale so she burned easily. She had an unusual fashion sense, maybe as a result of that – covering up, wearing a lot of layers. She had this massive rush to grow up. Teachers would say Stephanie sometimes talked too much in class, but her grades were better than good, and there were just bigger problems to
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