


[image: What She Left]





[image: Penguin Brand Logo]





T. R. Richmond



WHAT SHE LEFT


[image: Penguin logo]





Contents

Prologue

Part I: SOMETHING PASSING STOPPED

Part II: NO WORD FOR WHAT WE ARE

Part III: LIFE’S LIKE SCRABBLE

Part IV: TRANSLATING THE WORLD

Part V: NOT SIGNING OFF WITH AN X

Part VI: THE THINGS THAT MAKE YOU, YOU

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Follow Penguin




To Isabel. For everything.




The world of What She Left exists online.
Visit the blog of Professor Jeremy Cooke at
professorcooke.tumblr.com
and let your own investigation unfold.




Dedication in What She Left by Professor J. F. H. Cooke, published September 2013


To Alice Salmon (7 July 1986–5 February 2012) and Felicity Cooke (16 October 1951–).

Without the former, this book would have been nothing; without the latter, so would I.






Prologue

Article in the Arts Council magazine, The Operative Word, 2001


What’s in a name? That’s the question we asked teenagers to answer in 1,000 words for this year’s New Talent competition. Here’s the winning entry from fifteen-year-old Alice Salmon.

My name is Alice.

I could leave it there. I know what I mean by that. I’m me, Alice Salmon. Tall, average-looking, big feet, hair that goes wavy at the mere mention of water, a bit of a worry bear. A massive music fan, a proper bookworm, loves being outdoors, though dies at the sight of a spider.

Mostly it’s Alice people call me, although occasionally I’m Al or Aly or Lissa, the last one of which for the record I hate. When I was a kid I used to have squillions of nicknames like Ali Baba and Ice and, my favourite of all, especially when my dad called me it, Ace.

My uncle calls me Celia, which is an anagram of Alice, although I get the word ‘anagram’ muddled up with ‘anachronism’. ‘That’s what I am,’ my dad always says if anyone says ‘anachronism’, although the word ‘dad’ is actually a palindrome. I learnt that yesterday.

I like knowing this stuff, even if my best friend Megan says I sound as if I’ve swallowed a dictionary. It’s not that I like showing off, but you’ve got to if you’re going to study English. If I get the grades, I’d love to go to Exeter or Liverpool, but as long as it’s a long way from Corby I don’t mind, although wherever you go there are probably people trying to get away from there. I’ll be honest, I can’t wait to move out; my mum’s constantly poking her nose into my business. She reckons it’s because she cares, but it’s not fair it’s me who suffers because she’s paranoid. I obviously put that last line in after she read this and she’ll never see it because I’m bound not to win.

Maybe what’s in my name is the music I like (have listened to ‘Dancing in the Moonlight’ about 400 times today) or the TV I watch (you’re looking at the world’s biggest Dawson fan) or my friends or the diary I keep? Maybe it’s the bits of all of that stuff I can remember, which isn’t much because my memory’s lousy.

Perhaps it’s my family? My mum and dad and brother who used to called me ‘a lice’ or ‘Mice’ or ‘Malice’ as if it was the funniest joke ever cracked in the history of the world. Maybe it’ll be my kids, not that I’m going to have any, no thank you: all that yuck and puke and poo. I haven’t even got a boyfriend, although if Mr DiCaprio is reading this, I am free on Friday …

‘You’ll change your mind,’ Mum says about the babies, but she said that about asparagus and I haven’t.

Perhaps it’s the things I plan to do, like travel, or the nicest thing I’ve already done, which hands down was that day’s volunteering at the deaf place (can you see my halo shining?) or possibly the worst (no way am I fessing up to that!).

I could tell you about my best day ever. That’s a toughie, maybe it was when Meg and I went to see Enrique Iglesias or I met J. K. Rowling or my gramps took me on that surprise birthday picnic, but the thing about ‘ever’ is that it only takes you up to now, and tomorrow can be better so I ought to talk about ‘so far’ rather than ‘ever’.

There again, sometimes you can explain what an object is by pretending not to talk about it (I’ve just googled that, it’s ‘apophasis’) so maybe what’s in my name are the things I could be doing instead of this, like my maths homework or taking Mr Woof for a walk.

I used to wish more famous people were called Alice. Not, like, mega famous because then whenever anyone said it, it would be them who everyone thought of – like if you’re called Britney or Cherie – but semi famous. There’s Alice Cooper but he’s a man and that’s not even his real name. There’s Alice in Wonderland, too, which used to get quoted at me a lot, stuff like being curiouser and curiouser, though my favourite line was always the one about not being able to explain yourself because it’s not actually yourself you see, even if I never understood it.

I suppose I am what I’m writing here, too, which might be rubbish. I asked my mum to read this – only to check the spelling – and she said it was great, even if the first and last lines did make me sound like an alcoholic, but that’s just how she interpreted it.

Mum said there were a few bits I should reconsider, but there’s no point submitting it if it’s lies, although I did agree to knock out the text speak and swear words and there were lots of them in the first draft (this is the seventh!). I also use too many brackets and exclamation marks but they’re staying in, otherwise (again) this wouldn’t be me.

‘At times it terrifies me how much we are alike,’ Mum said after she read it. Well, she’s not the only one. Some days, even though she tries to hide it, she mopes around the house like the world’s about to end. (Yes, this line went in after she vetted it, too – talk about the thought police!)

Dad reckons I must have been dropped on my head as a baby, because me and him have hardly anything in common, although we both love salmon, which is funny because you could say that makes us cannibals.

My name is Alice Salmon. Five words out of my 1,000. I hope I’m more than 200 times those five words. Even if not now, I hope one day I will be.

I will finish this now and stand up and ask myself who I am. I do that a lot. I’ll look in the mirror. Reassure myself, scare myself, like myself, hate myself.

My name is Alice Salmon.
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    Listen to the haunting Prologue to What She Left, performed by Emilia Clarke.
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Part I



SOMETHING PASSING STOPPED




Southampton StudentNet online forum, 5 February 2012


Topic: Accident

Anyone know what’s going on down by the river? Police and ambulances all over the place.

Posted by Simon A, 08.07 a.m.

It’s true. Place crawling with cops. Johnny R’s out rowing and reckons the whole bank’s sealed off.

Posted by Ash, 08.41 a.m.

Hope there hasn’t been an accident. That weir has always been a deathtrap. Uni should have fenced it off properly years ago. Dog drowned there only last month.

Posted by Clare Bear, 08.48 a.m.

Deathtrap maybe, but you’d have to be messing around or pretty damn unlucky to fall in the water over those railings.

Posted by Woodsy, 09.20 a.m.

It’s a homeless bloke apparently.

Posted by Rebecca the biologist, 09.54 a.m.

Says on Twitter it was some lad on a stag do climbing the bridge for a bet. Hit his head on the way down so was unconscious. I used to fish that bit of the river … It’s bitterly cold in winter. Few seconds in there and you’d have hypothermia, no question. The currents are crazy. You’d be swept out into deep water unless you’re a mega strong swimmer.

Posted by Graeme, 10.14 a.m.

Used to be suicide hotspot that bridge. Seriously.

Posted by 1992, 10.20 a.m.

You bunch of coffin-chasers ought to zip it – imagine how their family would feel reading this shite.

Posted by Jacko, 10.40 a.m.

Their family are hardly going to be on here are they? Only saddos like you and me, Jacko, who don’t have a real life!

Posted by Mazda Man, 10.51 a.m.

My brother’s a fireman and he reckons it was an ex-student – girl called Alice Samson.

Posted by Gap Year Globetrotter, 10.58 a.m.

Was a girl in my brother’s year called Alice Salmon. Top lass by all accounts.

Posted by Harriet Stevens, 11.15 a.m.

Lots of Alice Salmons on Facebook. Only one seems to have been at uni here. Nothing new on her wall since yesterday afternoon when she wrote ‘Can’t wait for night out tonight in Flames’. Was she still living in Southampton then?

Posted by KatiePerryfan, 12.01 p.m.

OMG. Just been told about Alice Salmon. Didn’t even know her and devastated. She didn’t have kids did she? Please someone tell me this ISN’T true.

Posted by Orphan Annie, 12.49 p.m.

Police literally swarming area now. Why so many? Was it not an accident?

Posted by Simon A, 13.05 p.m.

Afternoon, all. I was in her year if it is ‘the’ Alice Salmon. She lived in Portswood then Polygon in her final year. She works in the media in London, although she never struck me as a ‘midjya’ type.

Posted by Gareth1, 13.23 p.m.

Alice the Fish, we called her! Can’t believe this is true. What about a Facebook tribute page?

Posted by Eddie, 13.52 p.m.

Aren’t fish supposed to be able to swim?

Posted by Smithy, 13.57 p.m.

F**k off Smithy, this isn’t the time. Tw*t.

Posted by Linz, 13.58 p.m.

Wasn’t she dating some bloke from Soton? She was the one with the freckles, right? Wore a lot of hats?

Posted by Not so plain jane, 14.09 p.m.

The university will put out an official statement on this subject shortly so until then it’s inappropriate for this site to host any comments and I am suspending this thread forthwith.

Posted by StudentNet Forum Administrator, 14.26 p.m.



Letter sent by Professor Jeremy Cooke, 6 February 2012

My dear Larry,

I overheard the news. Overheard it, can you believe, in the SCR of all places. You overhear that one of your colleagues has had a minor prang in their new car or that Tesco are planning a new superstore on the ring road or that your MP has lost his seat in a by-election, but not a death.

It was this morning and I was engrossed in The Times crossword. ‘Christian name for a code, nine letters,’ I muttered. ‘Seven down.’

No one responded. I had the purgatory of three hours of lectures with first years in prospect. Around me, conversations carried on as before.

‘What about that dead former student then?’ Harris piped up. Silence while everyone waited on his next proclamation. The little upstart always knew how to work an audience. ‘It was all over the TV yesterday. Drowned in the river.’

It had passed me by. There again, I often can’t bring myself to watch the news; so much of it is uninformed, sensationalist rubbish and so depressingly predictable. I thought evolution was supposed to make us more civilized. Besides, I’d been double-digging the garden.

‘Points South reckons she was a strong swimmer, too,’ someone chipped in.

‘Yes, but Points South also reckons global warming isn’t happening!’ someone else replied.

Nothing like a death to spark some life into the SCR conversation. I wondered if they’d react similarly when I go.

‘I used to teach her,’ one of the English lot said. ‘It was the Salmon girl.’

I felt my grasp on the newspaper weaken. Oh God. Not Alice. No, not Alice, please, anyone but my Alice.

‘Very keen on Plath – predictably,’ she added. ‘Nice girl. Bright.’

More voices. A dog walker spotted her; thought she was a bin bag initially. One theory gaining credence was that she was on a hen weekend and a few of them had been fooling around in a dinghy.

‘The Alice Salmon who left in 2007?’ I enquired as nonchalantly as I could.

‘The very one,’ Harris said.

‘Alice, Alice, who the fuck is Alice?’ one of the postgrads laughed, clearly an in-joke.

This doesn’t concern you, Jeremy, I told myself. Not any more. Concentrate on the crossword. Go and teach that bovine-like herd of freshers about cross-cultural diversity in kin relationships. Go to your hospital appointment, then go home and cook that bass. Trouble was, Larry, an image of Alice had lodged in my brain. I tried to picture her serene and at rest, as Ophelia in Millais’ painting, floating face-up, her dress dancing in the eddies and whorls. Except the River Dane isn’t the clear cool spring of John Everett Millais’ imagination; it’s dirty and treacherous and full of debris and rats. In the time it took me to not manage another three crossword clues – I used to finish it over a cup of coffee, but I appear to be losing information these days – she’d become a different person to the one I remembered: now she played tennis at county level, had a real temper on her and spoke French, spoke it like a native. None of it true as far as I was concerned.

‘By all accounts, she was quite a hottie,’ one of the new chaps said.

‘For Chrissake,’ I blurted out, ‘listen to yourselves, you’re like vultures.’

‘Don’t give yourself a heart attack, old boy,’ he quipped.

Someone quoted the gag about how your hair and fingernails carry on growing after you die but the phone calls taper off, which sent the conversation off on a tangent: the health service and Leveson, the latest round of pay negotiations, the situation in Syria. I remembered her graduation. It didn’t raise any eyebrows, me attending. Why would it? I was a respected member of the faculty. Part of the establishment; one of the fixtures and fittings. I merely went to wish the class of 2007 bon voyage; to see them safely off into the big wide world. I’d stood quietly at the back – my epitaph, if ever there was one – and watched Alice, all grown up and leaving. She looked exquisite in a mortar board and gown. I would have loved to have seen her mother there, too, but either I missed her or she avoided me. Elizabeth. The poor woman. How would she have heard the news? Presumably from the police; surely they’d have gone to her house, rather than telephoning. God knows what it would do to her; she was a fragile soul at the best of times. I remembered what she looked like when she cried. Her mother, I’m talking about now, not Alice. The peculiar machinery of her grief: the way her face changed shape, the way her whole body did. I dropped the paper. Felt close to tears and I can’t have cried for twenty-five years.

‘Endeavour,’ Harris called across the room. ‘Christian name for a code. Endeavour – it was Inspector Morse’s first name.’

He was right. The smart-arse, he was right.

Apologies for unburdening on you again, Larry, but you’re the one person with whom I can be honest. Merely taking out my pen (a handwritten letter, what lovely dinosaurs we are) and beginning with my standard salutation brings so much comfort. There’s no need for formalities, no withholding, I can truly be myself. I appreciate I don’t need to ask you to refrain from mentioning this to anyone, as there will inevitably be repercussions at this end.

She didn’t deserve to die, Larry.

Yours as ever,

Jeremy

[image: image]

Alice Salmon’s Twitter biography, 8 November 2011


Occasional tweeter, frequent shopper. Opinions (mostly) my own. Handle with care. If found, return to sender. Meanwhile, mine’s a skinny frothy latte …
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Extract from Alice Salmon’s diary, 6 August 2004, age 18

Wish I had normal parents.

Mum even barged into my room earlier and plonked herself down on the bed to have a go at me. ‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.

The last thing I needed was a lecture. The room was all wobbly. ‘Stop being a control freak,’ I told her.

‘I’m only concerned.’

I love her loads but if she loved me as much as she claims then she’d give me a break.

‘Bad things happen when you’re that drunk,’ she said, stroking my forehead.

That was her all over, assuming life is a series of disasters waiting to happen. Well, it might have been for her but it won’t be for me. ‘Bad things happen when you’re sober,’ I replied enigmatically.

‘For once, listen to me, Alice!’

That was libellous too because I spent most of my life doing that – I had no choice. ‘I can’t wait to move out,’ I said. I’m counting down the days. The end of September and, Southampton, here I come. Mum was adamant I shouldn’t go there, banged on about how I must go to Oxford, said it was nuts to turn a place down there. That was so typical of my mother – quick enough to dole out advice as long as it doesn’t impact on her. As long as I become the vision of me she has in her head: the hard-working grade-A student who gets a nice husband and 2.4 kids or becomes a teetotal nun. Well, no way was I going to Oxford with a bunch of toffs. She’s also now insisting I’m home before midnight next Friday and out of the blue yesterday announced she wasn’t sure about me going to V. ‘Maybe you ought to drink. It might make you less boring,’ I said.

She began picking up my clothes off the floor, hunched over like an old granny, frantically tossing them in the washing basket. She was in a right strop.

‘For God’s sake, leave my stuff alone! You’re always on my case.’

She did that thing then when she bites her lip and looks all deflated like a balloon at the end of a party. ‘Well, I’m sorry for being concerned about my daughter’s welfare. I’m sorry for loving you!’

‘I didn’t mean that, I meant –’

‘What exactly did you mean?’

‘You’re just so sanctimonious,’ I said, deploying my current favourite word. I used to include a new word in every diary entry when I was a kid, ideally making them many-syllabled or erudite (that may have even been one), complicated commendations that would have impressed anyone who stumbled across my scribblings, not that I let anyone within a mile of them. All the old diary stuff’s gone – burnt – and this, dear reader, is the eighteen-plus edition! This is the bits of me people don’t see. Like the black-box recorder in an aeroplane. I might as well write this stuff down because no one round here listens to me, I might as well be invisible.

Mum says she’ll miss me like crazy after I fly the nest and it makes me imagine myself as a baby bird, a big ugly one like an ostrich or a stork, not an elegant graceful one, and remembering that when she was in my bedroom made me want to take back the last few minutes. ‘Why don’t you drink?’ I asked.

‘It’s a long story,’ she said. ‘It’s complicated.’

But even that annoyed me. I was the one with the complicated life. All she had to do was go to her stupid job in the building society wearing an ‘Elizabeth Salmon Mortgage Adviser’ badge and either give money to people who couldn’t afford to borrow it or not give it to those could. She never talks about her academic career, but it must have been a million times more interesting than working on a shitty high street. I imagined V again – the texts arriving from Meg, the photos of Pink and Kings of Leon on stage between all the outstretched arms in the sunshine – and felt a burn of anger. ‘You’re just jealous,’ I said.

‘Of what exactly?’

‘The fact that I’ve got a life. It’s like a graveyard round here.’

I was out like a light the second she left the room.

A bit later I went down to the kitchen and Mum was stacking the dishwasher. I put some toast on. ‘How are you feeling now?’ she asked. ‘We could go for a walk later if you fancy it. Fresh air helps.’

I munched my toast. It tasted of nothing, but made me feel sick.

‘That stuff you said, Alice, you don’t really think that’s the case, do you?’

Right then I couldn’t recall exactly what I had said. A motor had been turning in me, that thing that made me say what I shouldn’t, do what I shouldn’t, and now I felt shit – hungover shit but shit-shit, too – just plain bad. I put my hand on the sleeve of her faded pink dressing gown (Dad bought it for her one birthday – I helped him choose it, OK, I chose it for him) and felt ashamed. I gave her a big hug and cried a bit and she hung on.

‘There there, sweetie,’ she said, rubbing my back. ‘Let it all out. There’s no harm done. Parents have to let their kids grow, but they also have to let them go. You’ll understand that one day.’

I pulled a face.

‘That’s all for the future,’ she said. ‘You’ve got a lot to fit in before then. There’s university, for starters. Imagine, both my babies away at uni.’

We don’t see much of Robbie now he’s at Durham. He’s been in Australia this summer, the lucky sod; I get pictures of beaches and messages like ‘How’s Corby, loser?’

The Robster reckons all I do is doss around because it’s only the boozy stories he hears, but that’s about a hundredth – OK, a tenth! – of my life. There’s the running and the piles of schoolwork and the volunteering at the homeless shelter, plus I’ve had two jobs – yeah it might not make me Stella Rimington or Anita Roddick, but I’ve been waitressing in a bistro AND doing shifts in the leisure centre.

‘Sorry about earlier,’ I said. ‘I’m so stupid.’

‘You’re your mother’s daughter all right.’

We did a bit of surfing then, reading the NUS and various uni sites to check what I was supposed to be taking (the list gets longer by the day!) and studying the pictures of girls playing hockey or wandering in twos and threes between brick buildings with books under their arms or holding their mortar boards in the air – it all felt unreal. Soon I’m going to move out.

‘You’ll be fine, sweetie,’ Mum said, reading my mind. ‘You’ll be absolutely fine.’

Maybe this, I thought, sitting at the kitchen table, is nostalgia – the swoosh of the dishwasher, the smell of the pine floor, the click of the boiler – maybe this will be what I’ll come to remember, come to miss. Mr Woof came up and nuzzled into my lap. It’s as if even he knows I’m going.

‘What does it make you feel like, drinking?’ Mum asked.

I nearly said awful, but I recalled the night before. The Peppers were playing and one of the guys was dancing on a table and I’d had a huge gulp of punch, tasted the pineapple and it had struck me how brilliant it would be if life could stay exactly like this for ever. ‘Guess it makes me feel kind of better,’ I said. ‘Not like I am, not like Alice.’

‘Sweetheart,’ she said. ‘It’s an illusion. How you feel when you’re full of gin is not real.’

‘Hate gin,’ I said.

‘Wish I had,’ she said, half smiling. ‘This is real. The morning after, the regret, the shame, us arguing, that’s the worst – although we’ll put it right, we’ll always put it right, you and me.’ She was running her hand through my hair how she used to when I was a little girl. ‘Look how beautiful you are,’ she said.

‘I hate arguing with you,’ I said.

‘Me too.’

‘You’re the best mum I’ve got by far!’ I said, laughing, wiping snot from my nose.

‘And you’re the best daughter I’ve got by far.’

[image: image]

Letter sent by Professor Jeremy Cooke, 7 February 2012

Larry,

Two letters in two days, this must be a record – certainly as regards our recent correspondence.

It’s appalling the way a death brings out the worst in people. The students have been positively feasting on this Alice business, despite none of the current crop actually having known her. As you can imagine, the campus rumour mill has gone into overdrive – it’s replaced the Arctic weather as the main topic of conversation. The students have taken to their phones, laptops and iPads to trade theories. They shake their heads and nod enthusiastically in the canteen and in lecture halls and stand around, stamping the snow off their feet, gossiping in chilly huddles in the quad outside my office. There I go again, old chap, referring to it as a quad: that ostentatious habit I cultivated when I fostered pretensions of Oxbridge; it’s actually a concrete space through which the students shuffle directionless, an apt metaphor for their futures if ever there was one.

I’d cycled back to my office from the SCR on Monday, eschewing my lecturing duties by feigning sickness (an irony there) and searched for Alice online. There were lots of Alice Salmons, but I soon found the one in question. Social media was awash with it; who the hell says you can’t teach an old dog new tricks, eh Larry? This is how news works these days: a giant, grotesque game of Chinese whispers. Titbits of gossip, fag ends of conversations, nuggets of recycled information overheard between four down and nineteen across. But such tosh: she wasn’t a bubbly blonde, she wasn’t a feminist crusader, she wasn’t Fleet Street’s finest. It was all so damn reductive. I saw her variously described as happy-go-lucky, perfect, irresponsible, unlucky, stupid, fit, fat, gorgeous, a one-in-a-million.

‘No,’ I heard myself muttering. ‘Stop it.’

Perhaps this is how youngsters grieve nowadays? That shrink I had a brief flirtation with many years ago (it would have been shortly after I knew Alice’s mother, as you may recall) used to say that pain had to go somewhere.

I read everything about her and by her I could find. ‘Your with the angels,’ someone had written on her Facebook page and it gave me a little stab of sadness. At least get your damn spelling right. I cut and pasted it all on to my desktop and experienced a rare sense of satisfaction, of calm. There. I had a little bit of her. It struck me that if I’d discovered all this after a few minutes, how much I could learn if I delved deeper. I’d like to hope we’re all more than the sum of our parts. Even me. A sixty-four-year-old academic whose place in the world has never felt entirely set.

I’ve just re-read this dispatch; I did it out loud because I like to get a measure of cadence. Something too awful about the sound of one’s own utterances, though; it’s like hearing someone else. The tired, treacly public-school vowels; not even a trace of Edinburgh. Strange that that’s me, my voice. Old Cookie. Is that what the students have had to listen to all these years, poor blighters? I’ve been trying to recall Alice’s voice. An accent that was hard to place. Socially mobile parents. A grammar-school inflection. Shot through with laughter. Where’s it gone, the voice that once said to me, ‘Why do you treat me as if I’m special?’?

I can hardly contact Elizabeth, but I could go to her friends and colleagues. I could go to the brother. I found him on his firm’s website, along with a potted biography and a black-and-white photo. Robert. He doesn’t look much like his sister or his mother. It wasn’t hard to track down her friends, either. They work in marketing and property and finance; a few have young families, little Sophies and Georges. The children Alice will never get to have. One by one, I contacted them. ‘We haven’t met,’ my communications began, ‘but we have something in common …’

To research, to record, to collate – yes, this is the role of the anthropologist. Larry – might it not bring her family some comfort, happiness even, if I could pull together some such information? Breathe a flutter of life back into her? Make her dance once more, because she always was a dancer. She must have got that from her mother: Elizabeth loved to dance.

It would be grand to hear your take on this. Despite your credentials, you’ve always been far more grounded than me, always been regarded as – a ghastly phrase, admittedly – a man of the people, even if I have viewed you exclusively as mine. You’ve been the one person to whom I’ve been able to turn. ‘Inspiration’ is an overused word, but that’s what you’ve been to me. You’ve never judged me. I’ll never be able to repay you, although I have this week made provision for your children in my will.

Ah, the delicious indulgence of writing longhand. As a child, it used to worry me that my handwriting kept changing style: I feared I’d never be an adult until it stayed constant. That would then be me, formed. How do people develop that sense of self nowadays, when all they write on is keyboards? I’m determined to continue corresponding with you in this way. It’s one of our traditions, one of our secrets. One of our many.

You won’t be surprised to hear this Alice news has hit me for six. I’m not going to pretend it hasn’t; why would I? Whoever else we’ve duped, we’ve never lied to each other. That was our pact: no lies. In a world where secrets were omnipresent, our honesty has been one of life’s few constants. You’re like a compass bearing for me.

‘Partners in crime,’ you once joked.

I’ve dragged all the information into a ‘Save Alice’ folder. Calling it that made me chuckle; naming a piece of work has always been one of my favourite parts. The first reply from one of her friends came within ten minutes.

Forget Ophelia, it’s Alice Salmon I’m going to paint.
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Blog post by Megan Parker, 6 February 2012, 22.01 p.m.


Bought a card but what do you say? How can a card offer even a teensy grain of comfort? Alice is dead. My best friend Alice is dead. Never known anyone my age who’s died before. So unjust so unfair so unreal – like being told there’s a giraffe in the garden. Can’t stop crying. How can you be gone? How can you die when other people go on living? Breathing and eating and walking around, murderers and rapists and scum like that? There’s no justice when someone as wonderful as you can die. You’re not gone for a day or a week or a month or even a whole summer like when you worked in Center Parcs but for ever. Not letting myself dwell on how that might feel or how long that might last.

Couldn’t face being on my own so came home to my mum and dad’s. Dad reckons there’ll have to be a post-mortem because there always is when someone dies unexpectedly. ‘That poor girl, having to go through that as well,’ he said.

Where are you? Where have they taken you? I know some places you’re not – you’re not on top of that hill in the Lakes with me and Chloe and Lauren, us with our hands on the trig point. You’re not in that Thai restaurant we always used to go to on Clapham High Street (a restaurant, get us, Alice, haven’t we got all adult?!). You’re not in the minibus on that hockey-club tour singing along to ‘Amarillo’. There’ll be so many places you’re not now. There it is again, the giraffe in the garden: that you’re not. But when I look out there’s nothing, just the rusty swing that me and you used to play on, telling each other secrets and making plans for when we grew up and you’ve only got to do a few of them, just as you were getting the hang of life, you crazy silly girl, it’s snapped shut around you. It’s not fair, but when I used to say that to you, you replied that the world wasn’t fair, it was full of injustice, and if people simply opened their eyes they’d see.

I posted the card to your mum and dad. A stupid card with a pink flower on the front and ‘With deepest sympathy’ underneath. Seems surreal that it’s you we’ve got deepest sympathy over. They’ll miss you so very much. Robbie will, too. Wish I knew what you’d want me to do about Luke, as well, whether to hate him or not because a bit of me is certain you’d have got back together.

We’ve been friends since we were five. Stuck together through thick and thin … you always used to joke that you were the thick one and I was the thin one … and school and rubbish boyfriends, and we even got to go to uni together and not because we were scaredy-cats, but because Southampton was such a great place and it was fab having you there, even though you were far more in with the in-crowd than I ever was!

Who’s going to keep me on the straight and narrow and tell me I’m weird for having a thing about older men?! You joked we were a right pair of hopeless cases, didn’t you? You going through what you were with Luke, and me holding out for George Clooney but prepared to accept Harrison Ford at a push.

‘Anyone who’s anyone dies at twenty-seven,’ you said after Amy Winehouse OD’d, but you only said it to spark a debate. You used to do that a lot, and you didn’t even make it to twenty-seven. Dies – that’s a horrible word, a hateful word. There are all sorts of theories flying around, but why were you by the river in the first place? You hated water.

Alice, babe, hope you don’t mind me putting this stuff on the blog. You’d have probably done the same. ‘Get it out,’ you used to say. ‘Spit out the pain. Throw it all back at the world.’

Spoke to Chloe and Lauren earlier. Didn’t talk much; we just cried. Rang your mum and dad, too, but they were on voicemail. We’ll all have to be strong for them now: your lovely dad with his mad sweaters and that way he has of saying Al-ice, pausing between the ‘Al’ and the ‘ice’ as if he’s asking a question, and your mum, your gorgeous mum, a one-woman dynamo, who you’re an absolute spitting image of and take after in so many ways, but you won’t take after anyone any more. It’s stopped, you have, a line’s been drawn under you, the last page in your book, and there’s a huge hole where you and that laugh and that AWFUL taste in music and those OUTRAGEOUS leggings should be.

I’ve just rung your mobile because I wanted to hear your voice. Not here. Obviously. Would love to talk to you though so pleeeeease leave me a lovely message and we’ll chat very soon …

My mum’s come in and said we have to remember the good times because that’s how people live on. I looked over her shoulder at the rusty swing. ‘There’s a giraffe in the garden,’ I said.

She must have thought I was mad.

A light has gone out. Love you, Alice Palace …



Article in Anthropology à la Mode, August 2013


‘Why I exhumed the past’

Professor Jeremy Cooke has gone from unknown academic to household name in twelve months. In this personal piece, he candidly explains how the discovery of a body sparked his ‘research’ and changed his life forever.

It was hardly a Eureka moment, although possibly as close to one as I was ever going to get.

I’d been in the library and had seen a student scrawl his initials in the condensation on the window. RP. Robert Pearce, I think his name was, although that’s immaterial. I’d been transfixed by the letters and, after he’d left, had found myself inserting an ‘I’ between them. One of the librarians smiled awkwardly at me. Old Cookie, she was probably thinking, he’s an odd one. I sat down in the student’s vacated, still-warm seat. It stayed for hours, the RIP, so I did, too. I must have dozed off and, when I woke, it was gone. RP – RIP – had been there, then not there. That was when it struck me. How each of us does this every day: leaves a trail, an imprint, a mark. Our mark. Might it be possible, I pondered, to reconstruct a life out of such fragments? To reassemble a person, piece them back together from such soluble shards? Because I had the perfect opportunity. A life – actually, a death – on my very own doorstep. There, right under my nose. Alice Salmon.

It was definitely, to use the modern parlance, ‘a moment’. Seeing that geographer finger his initials in the condensation and feeling the quick, unfamiliar, arresting joy of a new idea. It had been a few days earlier that Alice, as one account euphemistically put it, ‘went in the water’. It had been, a coroner was later to conclude, between midnight and 2 a.m. on 5 February 2012. But it had been eight years earlier, the autumn of 2004, when she’d first come here. Of course to the world at large – and indeed me initially – she was just another fresher then, one of thousands I’ve seen over the decades. I recall spotting her a few times early in that term: tallish, long hair, striking.

Much has inevitably recently been made of our ‘connection’, but regardless of that she was perfect for my purposes on so many levels. Not just because of how she died, more because of when she lived. The way we communicate has changed more in the past twenty-five years – in one lifetime – than it did in the previous thousand. The Internet has rewritten the rule book. Her generation has seen that change, has been that change.

Naturally, I had no idea where it would lead, but I wasn’t allowing for the law of unintended consequences. As far as I was concerned, it was going to be a straightforward, hopefully illuminating piece of work, admittedly one that would require sensitivity. It wasn’t so much a case of attempting to prove a thesis; I merely sought to map a life. Hers. Yes, because of our ‘association’, but more because she was like the rest of us: complicated, fascinating, unique, human.

‘Isn’t it all a bit lowbrow?’ one or two of my colleagues enquired.

But bugger them. For once I went with my heart. I wanted to see how much of that dear, beautiful girl was left behind, what remained. After all, it wasn’t until relatively recently – it’s worth reminding ourselves that in evolutionary terms, almost everything is relatively recently – that unless you were a nobleman or a royal, your life and death would pass unrecorded. Beyond your immediate family and perhaps a small peer group, unnoticed. You’d be remembered briefly by those surviving you, but beyond that, nothing.

It wasn’t exactly ‘research’ I embarked upon, not in the traditional sense. That’s too grandiose a description and alludes to a more methodical approach than I was able – or inclined – to apply. ‘Obsession’ was a word others were quick to use and perhaps there was some verisimilitude in that. To ape the Scout movement’s motto, I’ve done my best.

My ‘findings’ are all in my book. Some light editing has been necessary to avoid ambiguity, but I’m confident that what’s left is representative, if not entirely comprehensive. I hope it does her some sort of justice and, more critically, that it brings justice. Because that is my sincere wish: that the contents are treated as evidence.

Twenty-five, she was – poor, precious little thing – when she went in the water.

Perverse, how the world often only takes an interest in you after you’re gone, but t’was ever thus.

Ironic that it’s resulted in me becoming a minor celebrity. All my work on ethnolinguistics and the Sami languages passed without notice, other than among a small circle of academics. I was suddenly in demand. Sky News sent cars to my house at ungodly hours to whisk me to studios where young blonde women dabbed make-up on my cheeks so the cameras would ‘love me’. Their questions frequently referred to a ‘journey’: hers, mine, theirs, everyone seems to be on one these days. Anthropologist. They all clung to that word. It was as if it gave them authority, authenticity. We’ve got an anthropologist: a real, live one, here in the studio. Soon it wasn’t even solely my area of expertise I was in demand to pontificate about; I found myself called upon to discuss all manner of current affairs. Afghanistan. Abortion. The new iPhone. Even once, on Channel 5, our obsession with daytime TV – an irony that was clearly lost on the producer.

In the face of this new-found currency, my paymasters were conflicted: I brought kudos to their establishment, but the Alice affair was a mixed blessing, with reporters descending on the faculty, as they have my home.

Nowadays that’s how I’m introduced. The Alice Salmon anthropologist. The man who unearthed the truth about the River Dane girl. Once, heaven help us, the boffin-turned-sleuth. Alice and I have become a corollary of each other. A footnote in each other’s stories. Although we always would have been that anyway.

An early proof of the book is on my desk: Alice’s face peering out at me from the cover. Should you choose to read it, by the time you turn the final page you’ll know the truth about Alice Salmon. I’m wary of deeming every word strictly true because those whose lives she touched are inherently subjective: layered with love or, as I was to discover, in some instances, hate.

On the whole, people have been remarkably helpful, even when I explained their contributions could end up in the public domain. I was clear from day one: there was to be no sanitization. It was going to be the lot, however shaming or shocking; an approach, incidentally, I steadfastly extended to myself.

Given the territory I was in, it was inevitable that I would meet some opposition, but I couldn’t have predicted the reaction from some quarters: that sabotage attempts would be made on my work, that my reputation would be systematically tarnished, my wife targeted. They called me sacrilegious, branded me a pervert, accused me of trying to dig up the dead. But we Homo sapiens have a duty to do that. If we didn’t, we wouldn’t know about Tutankhamun or Machu Picchu. Without that probing sense of curiosity, without constantly looking over our shoulder, we wouldn’t know about the cave paintings at Lascaux, wouldn’t be able to stand there and stare at those magnificent running Palaeolithic bulls, marvel at the sheer damn wonder of them coming alive in front of us, now and 17,000 years ago. I hope I still have time to see them again one last time. I’m looking forward to the next chapter in my life, even if it will be a short one.

I’m wary of slipping into lecturer mode, but what we call ‘communication’ today – speech – actually originated about 100,000 years ago. Non-verbal means evolving into verbal ones. Writing was a seismic step: it gave us the ability to record, to remember. It speeded the spread of knowledge. It was both evolution and it quickened evolution. It’s what sets humans apart, defining how we live and who we are. Alice was a brilliant communicator. I was determined to let her speak for herself. As one of my former colleagues put it with uncharacteristic sagacity: Let her be her own story.

I like to think, as well, that I’m a better man than before all this began. I’m definitely less pompous, although perhaps assuming one is so marks the height of pomposity.

When I run my finger across the cover of the book, I resist my natural inclination to conclude that it, like any book, is inadequate – pages, ink cast into shapes, the white fading to yellow, the paper crumbling and disintegrating. A lifespan of its own. I remind myself of its power, its potential. That justice will follow. It must.

I remind myself as well that human beings I’ve never met – who I can’t even visualize – will cradle this paltry offering in the palm of their hands (I’m no technophobe, but am of the generation that envisages it as a tangible, corporeal object rather than an electronic one). That I’ll be heard, that I’ll speak to strangers, and my words will connect, like sinewy tissue between us. Perhaps it’s absolution I’m seeking. Atonement. Forgiveness. Of course there’s one person in this whole sorry saga who I’ll never, ever forgive.

Possibly there was a little truth in those comments, after all. About why I chose the girl I did, why I wanted, needed, to put her back together again. To make her live. Because that’s what we all crave, isn’t it? To feel we’re important, that we’re desired, that we’ve been noticed. That we’ve made a difference. That we’re missed. That each of us is remembered. To feel, as my colleagues in her old department might say, blessed on this earth.

But more than that. More than that and less than that.

Simply, that each of us is loved.

Alice Salmon, RIP.




	What She Left by Professor Jeremy Cooke is published next month by Prion Press, priced £9.99. Anthropology à la Mode readers can get a discount if they order a copy via the number on p. 76.
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Alice Salmon’s ‘Favourite quotations’ Facebook profile, 3 November 2011


‘Grammar is the difference between knowing your shit and knowing you’re shit.’

Anon.

‘Be the heroine of your life, not the victim.’

Nora Ephron

‘The truth hurts for a little while, but lies hurt forever.’

Anon.

‘We’ve all heard that a million monkeys banging on a million typewriters will eventually reproduce the entire works of Shakespeare. Now, thanks to the Internet, we know this is not true.’

Robert Wilensky

‘Youth is a dream, a form of chemical madness.’

F. Scott Fitzgerald



Notes made by Luke Addison on his laptop, 8 February 2012


You never knew I was going to propose, did you? Well, add it to the list of things I never told you. The night you confronted me about Prague – the night you said we had to take a break from each other – I had a ring in my pocket. Been planning it for weeks. Was going to tell you the next morning to pack an overnight bag; we’d walk to the station, go to Gatwick, then Rome. It was all booked.

‘Luke, I’m going to ask you a question and I need you to answer honestly,’ you’d said before I had a chance. ‘Can you promise me you’ll do that?’

‘Course,’ I’d replied. I was picturing your face: how you’d look when I explained you didn’t need to go to work on Monday, how I’d cleared it with your boss, it was all sorted. It was delicious: knowing that the eighteen months we’d been together was only the beginning. Yes, we might have been a bit young – no one ties the knot until at least their late twenties these days – but why wait? You weren’t the only one who could be impulsive.

‘That rugby weekend you went on in Prague – did you sleep with someone?’

The air went out of the room. I sat down on the end of your bed and felt the jeweller’s box in my pocket, a rigid square weight. I couldn’t lie, not to you. ‘Al, it was nothing.’

‘Who was she?’ you asked, a flat, resigned tone to your voice.

It had been seven weeks after we’d met. I’d known exactly how long it was because I’d decided if it was less than two months I’d keep quiet, if it was more then I’d confess. ‘It doesn’t matter who she was.’

‘It matters to me,’ you bit back. ‘Believe me, right now it matters to both of us.’

‘It was a girl on a hen weekend. I was drunk.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Another new tone to your voice: hard, unyielding.

‘I was scared you’d dump me.’ I fingered the ring in my pocket. Thought: Should I just do it? Never mind waiting until we’re in the restaurant in the Campo de’ Fiori – I’d picked it because it was famous for its prosciutto and that was your favourite; the table was booked; I’d even tipped off the maître d’. Just do it. Prove how much I loved you, prove that what happened seven weeks after we met was no more than a girl whose name I could barely remember on a weekend I could barely remember. But you started crying and when I reached out you batted away my hands and slumped down on the side of your bed so we were at right angles. Flashes of Prague had come back to me: the Irish bar, her and her friends on the table next to us, a cobbled street in the half-light – it was nearly four in the morning – turning left towards my hotel and her with me, that girl from Dartford or was it Dartmouth? Jen – no, not Jen, Gill. It had all felt so far away from my real life. ‘It meant nothing,’ I repeated, twisting round and taking your hand. I watched you crying, the miniature Christmas tree flashing on the chest of drawers over your shoulder. More of the Prague trip had come back to me: the smell of wet cobbles, the rohlík signs in bakers’ windows, how it had felt like the end of an era. I knew you were the one, Al, even seven weeks after meeting you I did, but I knew as well that you’d mean an end to the me I’d got used to: the lads’ trips abroad, the 4 a.m. finishes to drinking sessions, the random encounters in bars, and I wasn’t sorry; I’d miss that, but I had you now and that would be better. Already then I loved you, Alice, but it was as if I had to say goodbye to the old me first, send that person out with a bang. One last, huge blowout.

‘I think you should go now,’ you said.

I visualized our plane taking off for Rome and the two empty seats, yours a window because you loved the view.

‘You don’t get to have your cake and eat it, Luke. Life’s not like that.’

‘Fucking Adam,’ I said. ‘The gobshite.’

‘Secrets rarely stay secret.’ You wiped your eyes. You’d loved the last eighteen months, you said. But we were in our mid-twenties now and relationships were too important to risk getting wrong. ‘We need to work out how we feel about each other.’

‘I know how I feel,’ I said. ‘I love you.’ I wasn’t going to let this happen, not again, not with you. I’d wondered again about pulling out the ring. Saying: Look? But it was all wrong; I’d made it all wrong. Plus your mind was made up.

‘Well, I don’t,’ you said. ‘Right now, I don’t know whether I love you. Or I do, but I don’t know if I love you enough.’

‘I’m the same person I always was,’ I said.

‘No, no you’re not.’ You were close to losing your temper; I’d only ever seen that once before, when you’d seen that man on a bus slapping a little


















Email sent by Elizabeth Salmon, 3 March 2012
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Extract from Alice Salmon’s diary, 25 November 2005, age 19
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