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         PRAISE FOR MATT WESOLOWSKI 

         
            ‘Bold, clever and genuinely chilling with a terrific twist that provides an explosive final punch’ Deidre O’Brien, Sunday Mirror

            ‘A genuine genre-bending debut’ Carla McKay, Daily Mail

            ‘Weolowski evokes the ominous landscape and eerie atmosphere of the area with sharp, direct prose …There is more than a whiff of modern horror here, and The Blair Witch Project feels like a touchstone, but the meat of the story is the typically fractious and fraught relationships between the teenagers struggling to find their place in the world and their role within society. Impeccably crafted and gripping from start to finish’ Doug Johnstone, Big Issue

            ‘With a unique structure, an ingenious plot and so much suspense you can’t put it down, this is the very epitome of a must-read’ Heat

            ‘Wonderfully horrifying … the suspense crackles’ James Oswald

            ‘Six Stories is a stunning literary thriller with a killer ending. This is going to be in my top ten books of the year, for sure’ Liz Loves Books

            ‘Wonderfully atmospheric. Matt Wesolowski is a skilled storyteller with a unique voice. Definitely one to watch’ Mari Hannah

            ‘Dark, mysterious and definitely not without elements of horror, I was more than a little unsettled while I read it. A genre-bending book, with some hauntingly threatening prose … I could not put it down. Highly recommended!’ Bibliophile Book Club

            ‘A stunning piece of writing – chock full of atmosphere, human insight and beautiful writing. Take a note of this guy’s name. He’s going to be huge!’ Michael J. Malone

            ‘A complex and subtle mystery, unfolding like dark origami to reveal the black heart inside’ Michael Marshall Smith

            ‘Original, inventive and brilliantly clever’ Fiona Cummins

            ‘For fans of thrills, chills and an up-to-date take on the darker side of society’ J.S. Collyer 

            ‘A tight, claustrophobic mystery’ David F. Ross

            ‘A remarkable debut from a fine new fictional voice’ Shelley Day

            ‘Sharp as a butcher’s knife, cutting straight through to the nerve of its reader. A read-in-one-sitting experience that will surely inspire many authors to explore new methods of narration’ Bleach House Library

            ‘Pulsating with life, with characters who are so incredibly realistic and a plot that is both haunting and terrifying, Six Stories is bang up to the minute, relevant and fresh. This is a book that knocks the breath out of the reader … An absolute triumph and highly recommended’ Random Things through My Letterbox

            ‘Current, fresh and skillfully delivered … Matt Wesolowski has built up a dark, atmospheric setting with his vivid, descriptive prose. The voices were so distinctive that I felt like I was listening to a podcast rather than simply reading the transcript’ Off-the-Shelf Books

            ‘A quirky, but extremely well-written thriller … Six Stories scores extremely well in the dialogue and authenticity of the interviews … a very clever concept’ Trip Fiction

            ‘The literary equivalent of dark metal – gritty, dark, often shocking, and always exciting. A masterful debut’ Kati Hiekkapelto

            ‘Chilling, beautiful, addictive, dark, haunting and utterly magical. There’s a constant thread of menace and chill’ Louise Beech

            ‘This is one of the best novels I’ve read this year, perhaps in memory’ Nudge Books

            ‘Its plotting, pacing and unique content make it one of the most impressive books I’ve read recently. Wesolowski is a major new talent in crime fiction, and I cannot wait to see what he does next’ Crime by the Book

            ‘A new style of mystery, one that encapsulates the twenty-first century, the internet, and social media … a dazzling fictional mystery’ Foreword Reviews 

            ‘A slim volume rich in nuance and filled with deep passion for folklore and myths. In this spooky and eerie debut Matt Wesolowski introduces a very interesting contemporary concept of narrative structure which keeps the readers on their toes’ Crime Review

            ‘This gripping and slightly intense tale is one of the most unique and original plot-driven stories I have ever read’ Postcard Reviews

            ‘Wesolowski has taken a unique structure and used it to create a brilliantly written, enigmatic novel that draws the reader into the mystery of this story’ Segnalibro

            ‘The ending … well I didn’t see THAT coming…’ It’s Book Talk

            ‘Matt Wesolowski has shown that there are still new ways to excavate mystery within the crime-fiction genre’ Bolo Books

            ‘Outstanding. Five stars from me’ Mrs Bloggs’ Books

            ‘What a creepily fantastic book! And man, that curve-ball thrown at the very end, WOW!’ The Pages in Between

            ‘Fantastic storytelling in a unique style’ Steph’s Book Blog

            ‘It crosses multiple genres with Matt Wesolowski’s background in writing horror seeping through the pages, with unexpected twists and truths unveiled’ Swirl & Thread

            ‘The most original book I have read in a long, long time’ Reflections of a Reader

            ‘A very creeping, slow-building and tantalisingly surprising read’ Jen Meds Book Reviews

            ‘Highly original and superbly executed, and makes for an absorbing and thrilling read’ The Book Review Café

            ‘A perfect choice for a Book Group’ Never Imitate

            ‘A great book: original, engaging and written by an author that is one to watch’ The Book Whisperer 

            ‘The frightening descriptions make the setting of the crime absolutely creepy and turns a beautiful but dangerous place into an eerie and living location’ Chocolate N Waffles

            ‘Once the last interview is over, the book just ends and then the cogs in your brain start turning…’ Keeper of Pages

            ‘Atmospheric, chilling and compellingly written’ From First Page to Last

            ‘Unique, original, compelling’ Girl vs Books

            ‘Blowing between past and present, legends and reality twirl a deadly dance with one another in this haunting tale of ethereal darkness and mystery. I urge you to read this incredible book!’ Ronnie Turner

            ‘Fantastically plotted … with depth and fear!’ Have Books Will Read

            ‘Perfect, original and so unexpected’ Varietats

            ‘Brings past and present colliding together to reveal secrets that I could never have guessed’ By the Letter Book Reviews

            ‘Dark, creepily atmospheric and horrifically intense’ My Chestnut Reading Tree

            ‘Six Stories will be one of my books of 2017’ Espresso Coco

            ‘You want to get lost in a book? Wesolowski makes it easy’ Clues & Reviews

            ‘A creepy tale that keeps you guessing!’ Crime Book Junkie

            ‘Once started you will not put this book down. It is impossible’ Last Word Book Reviews

            ‘Brilliantly, cleverly executed and a highly immersive read’ Novel Gossip

            ‘I am keen to see what Wesolowski releases next. There is always a high expectation to release something as compelling as the debut, but I have a suspicion that I don’t need to worry with Wesolowski’ The P Turners Book Blog

            ‘A clever, original and captivating debut from a gifted storyteller’ The Curious Ginger Cat 

            ‘Compelling, atmospheric and spine-tingling, it’s the unseen terrors that cause us the most fear – think The Blair Witch Project with bells on it! Read it and weep!’ Chapter in my Life

            ‘Beautifully written’ A Lover of Books

            ‘A tense, dark tale of destruction, delivered with innovative style and a devastating ending’ Claire Thinking

            ‘At times it did not feel like I was reading a book – more akin to listening to an old storyteller spinning a yarn for the crowd in a smoky tavern. If you want a richly rewarding reading experience then Six Stories is it’ Grab This Book

            ‘This novel just packs a punch and is such an original and refreshing read’ Chillers, Killers & Thrillers

            ‘One of those books you so wish you’d thought of first…’ Crime Worm

            ‘I’m not sure what else to say, other than READ THE BOOK!’ The Suspense Is Thrilling Me

            ‘Brilliantly modern and gripping take on the classic thriller’ Misti Moo Book Review

            ‘Ultimately this is an author who knows exactly how to create a chilling atmosphere and who is able to tell a chilling story in a most imaginative and yes, chilling, way!’ Bibliomaniac

            ‘It’s definitely a unique read – for a debut book it’s altogether something else. Podcasts wrapped up in intrigue, a web of lies and some of the most complex characters you’ll ever meet. Tell you something, those Northumberland woods will never look the same again…’ The Book Trail

            ‘The novel is essentially a crime thriller but it’s Wesolowski’s unique narrative structure that sets Six Stories apart’ Words Shortlist

            ‘A haunting and unsettling debut from an exciting new voice’ The Owl on the Bookshelf

            ‘The tension is on the verge of overwhelming … a truly unmissable read’ Book Drunk 

            ‘This is a fantastic debut, incredibly assured’ The Crime Novel Reader

            ‘Seriously, seriously, SERIOUSLY good!’ Page Turner’s Nook

            ‘A terrific mystery story, well written and full of suspense’ Portobello Book Blog

            ‘Utterly compelling and despite being entirely engrossed, I defy you not to be shocked by the ending. An original concept with skilled execution – totally unputdownable!’ Elementary V Watson

            ‘There was an addictive quality to the writing, tinged with just enough horror and unexplained phenomena to make you shudder and read on, peeking through your fingers’ Finding Time To Write

            ‘It flows so beautifully and sucks the reader in completely!’ Lisa’s Book Reviews

            ‘Skillful writing that blindsides you with a twist you never see coming … masterful’ Jena Brown Writes

            ‘One of my top reads of this year, in great company with Hanya Yanhingara’s A Little Life and Ali Land’s Good Me Bad Me’ I Loved Reading This

            ‘Wesolowski has managed to combine literary brilliance with modern technology – what a fu*king achievement! Absolutely mind blowing!’ Emma the Little Bookworm

            ‘One of those stories that you know will get picked up by a TV production company and when they film it on location, it will be gritty, dark and down right grim – but some of the best television you will ever witness’ The P Turners Book Blog

            ‘If this was made into a radio drama it would be one of the best and darkest programmes out there…’ The Library Door

            ‘The haunting, chilling narrative draws to a clever and shocking conclusion that will leave your mind racing and have you questioning every detail you’ve read’ Earl Grey and Cupcakes

            ‘Unique, interesting, modern and unpredictable’ Always Trust in Books
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            ‘Everyone lives in two worlds.’

            Joe Hill, NOS4R2

            ‘All life is only a set of pictures in the brain, among which there is no difference betwixt those born of real things and those born of inward dreamings, and no cause to value the one above the other.’

            HP Lovecraft, ‘The Silver Key’ in Weird Tales
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         I heard them at lunchtime, over the sound of the radio.

         They followed me here.

         After everything that’s happened, they followed me…

         I don’t know what they want.
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         So, anyway, hi, hello, this is me. As you can see, I’m recording this in my room. Look, there’s the window; it’s sunny out today. If I zoom in – hang on … There; it’s blurry cos of the window, but look, you can see how the sun falls on the fields, on those hills up in the distance, like a slice of yellow. Beautiful isn’t it? I wonder if you stood up there and looked back here, would you see this place, in the shade? I wonder what it would look like from up there.
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         You told me I had to record myself as soon as I saw one – or heard one – it’s hard to remember which it is sometimes, everything’s all … fuzzy … like I’m walking through treacle. I get distracted by smells: the smell of the floors in the corridor first thing – lemony. I breathe it in, take great gulps; I can almost taste it. That’s what I imagine when I see the sun on the fields, that yellow, lemony smell.

         Sorry, yeah, so I heard one just before, at lunch. I’m recording this after lunch.

         I listen to the radio when I’m having my lunch: Radio 1, the lunchtime show. It’s funny and I like the music – hum along while I’m eating. Imagine telling fifteen-year-old me that I’d be humming along to the radio. Fifteen-year-old me would’ve snorted and called bullshit. Fifteen-year-old me would have flashed the band names scrawled in Tipp-Ex on her schoolbag and called present-day me a fat, brainwashed sellout.

         Food, though. You can smell cooking everywhere here; it’s like the whole place is breathing the smell of food. It’s not that nasty, canteen smell either, like old, brown fat. You can smell potatoes roasting; you can smell meat cooking, pastry baking. It drives me crazy, makes my tummy rumble constantly. When I was a kid, my mam used to make soda bread. I used to help her, stirring it all together in a bowl – buttermilk and flour. Mam used to let me do the salt. I’ll never forget the taste when it first came out of the oven. And the texture: hard and crispy on top, fluffy in the middle, like biting into a storm cloud.

         At lunch we were having toad-in-the-hole, and I just sat staring down into it. They do it in a circle; it looks like a moon. Each portion’s a circle of Yorkshire pudding with the two ends of the sausage sticking out like a sea monster. A sea monster in a muddy gravy puddle. My mouth was watering, like, so much, I was having to swallow it back or else it would have gone all over the table, joining that puddle of gravy. That would have been embarrassing. But luckily there wasn’t anyone else here. I have my lunch in my room.

         Sometimes we have cake for pudding. Fridays, usually. They’re the best days. We have fish and chips in batter, the flesh so soft and fluffy it glides into sections on your tongue before you’ve even bitten down; the batter crispy, melt-in-the-mouth. Vinegar. I always ask for vinegar, loads of it, so my chips are soaking.

         Denise always shakes her head but she doesn’t really mind. ‘What are Fridays for?’ she always says, and that makes me smile. She levers the fish onto my plate, on top of the chips, and you can see the vinegar pooling around the pile of mushy peas.

         Fish and chips; cake and custard for afters.

         I need to stop talking about food. Really.

         I used to have a thirty-inch waist, you know? You wouldn’t believe it, would you? Look at that. Ugh. That’s called flab. I reckon I’m forty inches now, at least.

         Oh well… 

         But yeah, anyway. I’m going to talk about what I’m supposed to be talking about. Rather than food.

         I heard it above the noise of all that – the knives and forks and eating, and the smells, and Radio 1.

         I’d been doing so well, too.

         It were crying. That’s what the sound were: crying.

         It were coming from outside. Through the window at first, like it were far away. Not as far as the fields. Just … away…

         I didn’t mind it at first, not until it started sounding like it were in the room. Right beside me, then behind me, then in front – you know how sounds do if you think about them for too long?

         Crying.

         Just this awful crying.

         Mams and dads, they’re programmed to react to stuff like that. Like, if they hear it, they can’t help doing something about it. I think it’s instinct.

         Well, it must be like that for me too. Some instinct was pulling at me to react. I wonder what that instinct was? That’s what you’ll ask me in our next session.

         Every part of me – every cell, every molecule of that cell – was telling me to go out there, to just push back my chair, climb over the table, smash the window and get out. I can’t remember if the urge was to go towards the crying or get away from it. I can’t remember.

         I didn’t though. I didn’t. Not this time.

         Well done me.

         It started just as I sat down. My table faces the window and that’s why I kept my head down. It were horrible. I very nearly looked up. That would have been bad. I could have called for someone; that would have been worse.

         There were a load of options, a load of possibilities laid out in front of me, and I had the choice of what to do.

         What I did was keep staring into that plate of toad-in-the-hole, proper staring at it like it was the most interesting thing I’d ever seen. After a little while the toad-in-the-hole became a face, the two ends of the sausage became the eyes, a crease in the batter became a mouth.

         The crying kept on, louder and louder. It was like someone was tightening a screw in the side of my head, its tip pressing onto my brain, then bursting the side and going right in. Over and over, I could feel it in my veins, my nerves, my organs. Crying, crying.

         I put my fork down gently, really gently, no slamming or crashing, and reached up for the little ticket thing you use to pull the blind down.

         There was a moment then – a moment when I could have looked; I could have looked out. I know that view by heart: the lawn is stripy like a football pitch, the polytunnel like a big white caterpillar, the borders and two little circles of soil like eyes. We planted up the borders with bulbs last year, watched them sprout shoots – little green spears like there was an army of elves under the ground. Beyond that are the trees, which clump into a brown fuzz if I’ve not got my glasses on, and just disappear into the horizon with the hills all rising up … misty mountains.

         They say if you see fairyland, if you look upon it, you’ll never be able to go home. I’ve always known that. A part of me – an old, struggling part that hides under the meds – was pulling at me, biting at my heart, begging me to look.

         The crying was coming from the lawn.

         I could have seen what my mind was telling me was there.

         When the crying began, they’d tried to make it sound like a cat. They did it to fool me, so I would look.

         I’m not stupid though.

         But they tried to make me look. They got louder with every cry, and I could hear breathing; rattling breath, lungs pulling in for another wail. I still held strong. The cries didn’t have words – they said everything they needed to say. You know that saying, ‘tugging on your heartstrings’? Well these were bell-ringers heaving up and down, relentless and desperate.

         They were telling me to do what I shouldn’t be doing; they were telling me to spoil everything, to break the window, feel the explosion of summer air over my face. It would smell like leaves and flowers and cut grass; underneath would be that sour tang of silage, manure, hot animal.

         I would feel the grass under my feet, that rush in my chest as I ran. With all this extra weight I’d get a stitch. I wouldn’t get far.

         The thing is, though, I knew the crying had nothing to do with me leaving and running away across the fields; it was all about them. 

         About them coming in.

         Then the crying turned into their voices. I’ve heard those voices before. They never cry, they just speak – on and on and on, the same questions. ‘Why, why, why?’ they ask, their questions curling round me, penetrating through everything like mist or fog. Over and over, their voices begging. But I don’t answer.

         Today, though … today they told me what I need to do.

         How to stop them crying.

         How to make them go away.

      

   


   
      
         

            Episode 1: Black-Eyed Boy

         

         —That knock. Rat-a-tat-tat. I could almost hear the … the smallness of the finger. Not a knuckle but the joint, the index finger folded into a point. Rat-a-tat-tat. Against the wood.

         I remember it sent this jolt of fear through me. Most knocks on the door do. Well, they did back then. I always thought that it was going to be someone coming to get me, to take me away. Yeah, I remember that anxiety from when I were young. It were always mixed with a little tug of … what? Excitement? If someone were coming to take me away, where would we go?

         Imagine thinking like that when you’re a kid?

         But hearing that knock then, that night, it were more than that; it were real. It were so real, it went through me. I felt that folded finger tapping against my bones. There were like a voice inside me, shouting at me, screaming at me – to stay put, not to answer the door.

         If only I’d listened…

         If only I’d listened.

         
            The voice you’ve just heard – and please excuse the interference on the phone line – is that of Arla Macleod. Yes, that Arla Macleod. You’ve seen her face. Black-toothed, grinning like a ghoul on the front of T-shirts; staring from memes on the darker corners of the internet. Her name resonates through a whole generation.

            I know there’ll be a few of you who are already writing this podcast off as unethical and even callous, unkind. You’ll say I’m taking advantage. A few of you are wondering why I’ve broken my usual protocol, stepped outside my comfort zone and investigated what seems to be a case that’s at the other end of the spectrum from the cold graves I usually rake over. 

            Please, though, stick with me, hear me out. If only for a short while. Just hear why I’m prodding this sleeping bear.

            You must forgive me for attempting to set up an interview with Arla Macleod. Practically every single journalist the world over has done the same, but I’m the only one that has succeeded. I didn’t think she would even respond to my request and, to be perfectly honest, I had no idea what I wanted to ask her – I had no ideas prepared for this series, no story arc. But you can’t pass these opportunities up.

            You could even say that Arla chose me. Perhaps Arla is a fan of Six Stories. Certainly, Six Stories will entice an influx of new listeners, as Arla has her own fans. For whatever reason, she agreed to speak to me. So I had no choice but to go ahead with the interview, did I?

            I should also say, before you press the ‘stop’ button, the unsubscribe button or make that nasty comment on iTunes, that this interview was conducted with Arla’s full cooperation. She was allowed to terminate it at any time and everything you hear in this opening episode has been approved by Arla herself.

            So rather than questioning the ethics of what we’re about to do, or why Arla has become the unlikely poster child of a defiant generation, I’d say what you should be concerning yourself with instead is the question at the centre of Arla’s case.

            I’ve thought long and hard about this, I’m aware of the impact this series could potentially have and I’ve come to the conclusion that the crux of this can be found in what you’re about to hear: in our first story; Arla’s story. And the question at its centre is not about guilt or innocence. It’s about whether what Arla is telling us is true.

         

         —I thought, they’ve found me. After all these years, they’d finally tracked me down.

         Maybe it was a relief? I think there was a small part of me that almost welcomed them, like I could stop running at last.

         
             

         

         Welcome to Six Stories. I’m Scott King.

         In the next six weeks, we will be looking back at what happened to the Macleod family in 2014 – the incident more commonly known as ‘the Macleod Massacre’. We’ll be looking back from six different perspectives, seeing the events that unfolded through six pairs of eyes.

         Then, my dear listeners, it’ll be up to you. As you know by now, I’m not here to make judgements, draw conclusions, or speculate. I’m here to allow you to do that.

         For newer listeners, I should make it clear that, as frustrating as it may be, this isn’t an investigation that will reveal any new evidence – I am not a policeman, a forensic scientist or an FBI profiler. My podcast is more like a book group – a discussion about an old crime scene. We discuss things with the help of others, those who have agreed to look back on a tragedy.

         We rake over old graves.

         In this opening episode, we’ll refresh ourselves with what we know – the so-called ‘facts’ about what happened to the Macleod family. We’ll also allow Arla to have her say. And then we’ll see where we go from there.

         That OK? Good.

         Welcome to episode one.
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         —They asked me in court; they asked why I didn’t close the door, why I didn’t raise the alarm … why I said nowt to no one about them. And, it’s like, for me that’s just the most stupid question I’ve ever heard.

         
            Arla’s talking to me on the phone, a landline. The phone is the way we’ll conduct our discussion. Unfortunately, Elmtree Manor will not allow me face-to-face access to its most notorious patient. They tell me about their reluctance in no uncertain terms: they fear a media firestorm, a feeding frenzy, like sharks around a school of sardines. I agree. That’s why we’ve managed to keep this interview a secret until now.

            Elmtree are aware of the questions they’ll face when this series airs; they are aware of the spotlight that will shine on their facility. It won’t help their patients, it won’t help me and it certainly won’t help Arla Macleod.

            However, patients at Elmtree are entitled to make and receive phone calls, sometimes via video link. Where patients such as Arla are concerned, these are often monitored. Elmtree prefers that we do this rather than meeting personally – that we talk on the phone or via video.

            I’m happy to respect that. As you know, I’m not interested in sharing my identity either. Who I am has no bearing on this, or indeed on any of my cases. What I do know is that my phone calls with Arla are conference calls and that, at any time, the medical professional who sits patiently beside her may advise whether our conversation can continue. Despite what she’s done, Arla’s welfare is paramount here. Wrong or right, that’s the way it is.

            But I digress. For now, let’s lay out our intentions. Let’s explain everything.

            In this series of Six Stories, we will look back on the events of November 2014. Through talking to Arla Macleod and others who knew her, we will try and formulate an opinion on a very complex and disturbing case.

            So what do we know about what occurred at 41 Redstart Road, Stanwel, England in the early hours of that winter morning?

            Stanwel – with one ‘l’; an apt symbol for the attitude of the town: stubborn, resistant to change – was once a thriving coal-mining community on the northwest coast of the United Kingdom. The Stanwel colliery was closed by the National Coal Board in 1965 – long before the miners’ strikes of the 1980s. Some say that Stanwel itself closed then too. The town never recovered. The silent towers of the Stanwel coal-fired power station still stand along the coastline; bleak, monolithic reminders of a bygone age.

            Stanwel is a hard place, crouched on the Fylde Coast, north of Blackpool. Betting shops have infected the town, bright in their unashamed opportunism. Men in ill-fitting suits stand under a gazebo on Stanwel High Street between the pound shop and the library, hawking cable television to passers-by. The older people of the community remember window ledges caked with soot, handkerchiefs with black stains and the grinding of the great wheel that brought the workers up from the coalface at the end of the day. To say Stanwel is depressing is a tired cliché about northern towns that have had their industry pulled from under their feet. But visiting the place as a diamond-bladed breeze cuts in from the Irish Sea and jangling electronic fairy music laced with the smell of old carpet wheezes from the door of yet another amusement arcade, one could be forgiven for using it.

         

         —I don’t know why anyone would want to stay there. When I was a teenager and that, me and my mates used to say that Stanwel’s full of freaks and junkies. All we wanted to do were get out of there. Manchester or Liverpool, or up to Newcastle. Not too far but far enough.

         
            Arla Macleod was not born in Stanwel. Her mother, Lucy, fled a life of poverty in Saltcoats, Ayrshire, on the west coast of Scotland when Arla was two years old and her sister Alice was a year younger. Arla’s father, Conor Walsh, was a violent drunk and remained behind. Neither Arla nor Lucy was known to ever make contact with him again.

         

         —I don’t like to remember my real dad. I don’t remember him, I think. I … dissociate. There are flashes. Like, sometimes, when people shout – men especially – I get this … this tingling feeling all over and I’m scared…

         
            Lucy Walsh was accompanied south of the border by Stanley Macleod, who Lucy had befriended at her church group back in Scotland. Both of them spirited and hardworking, they persevered on their arrival in England, Stan taking a job as a refuse collector and Lucy working as a teaching assistant in a nursery. They married as soon as they could afford to. Like most in Stanwel, their life was modest. The Macleods did not stand out.

         

         —I remember growing up down Redstart Road. It were a proper nice childhood really. There were lots of other kids my age and the back gardens had this, like, interconnecting path at the bottom, with a great big fence where the train line was. Us kids used to play down there, for days it seemed. Out front was the road, and there was no reason for anyone who didn’t live on Redstart to walk down there. Perfect really. Our mams and dads, they could just … get on with stuff, I suppose.

         
            The overriding thing I’ve noticed about Stanwel is its dignity. To look at, it’s fairly run down, with its sagging high street, shops clinging on, tight rows of miners’ cottages that open directly onto narrow pavements, and the largest road being the one leading out of town. But with the single ‘l’, the gardens fastidiously weeded and watered, the scrubbed wheelie bins, the trails of soap suds dribbling from driveways, it clearly has a stubborn pride.

            Despite this, the ‘grinding poverty’ often affixed to descriptions of the town is clear for anyone to see. Jobs are rare – only to be found in call centres in the out-of-town industrial estates, or else accessed by long commutes to the region’s larger cities. And drug addiction is a huge problem for the town – possibly its most obvious one. I’m alluding here to Arla’s ‘freaks and junkies’ comment.

            So, on the surface it appears that Stanwel has little going for it. Which begs the question, why did Stanley Macleod bring Lucy here? But Arla herself tells me how grateful her family was to get away from her real father. And, scratch beneath the surface and you find there’s a lot more to this place than meets the eye. Stuff that might make it attractive for a family. Community allotments and a city farm nestle between the old slag heaps near the old colliery. The land around the abandoned power station is home to a few species of wading birds, and a small trust has been set up to protect them.

         

         —Even when me and Alice were only little, Mam used to sit us down after Dad – Stan I mean when I say that – after Dad had one of his … his little ‘episodes’, and she used to tell us what it were like living with my real dad; how he used to drag her round by the hair when she were pregnant. Alice used to get proper scared and she used to cuddle into me with her hands over her ears, like she couldn’t bear to hear it. Mam said that sometimes she used to have to go out to the shop in sunglasses, grabbing onto the walls cos he’d battered her and her eyes were all swelled up. She said Stan’s little episodes were nowt compared to that, and we should be grateful to him. We were.

         
             

         

         The street Arla Macleod grew up on is a pleasant one: a row of cottages in what you might call a suburb of Stanwel. Many of the back gardens of Stanwel’s houses are linked by paths like the one Arla describes, providing easy access to the neighbouring gardens. This small addition gives many of Stanwel’s streets a sense of community; it’s another of those hidden gems you find below the surface.

         Later we’ll learn more about what life was like for Arla in her younger years. For now, let’s leave behind these peripheral observations and discuss what happened on that infamous night.
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            Extract from North West Tonight, 10th February 2015

            —Welcome to the programme. The headlines this Wednesday evening:

            Stanwel family massacre: a woman has been sentenced to life in an institution for the killing of her parents and young sister. [Fade out]

            [Fade in] Good evening. Twenty-one-year-old Arla Macleod of Stanwel was found guilty today of the manslaughter of her mother, stepfather and younger sister back in November of 2014. The judge gave the verdict of guilty with diminished responsibility… [Fade out]

            [Fade in] It is considered particularly upsetting that twenty-year-old Alice Macleod’s blossoming career as an athlete was cut short. Alice was undergoing trials to represent her country as a swimmer.

            Arla Macleod, who bludgeoned her family to death with a hammer, was immediately taken to a secure hospital from Preston Crown Court, where she was convicted of manslaughter on the grounds of diminished responsibility. Macleod showed no emotion as her sentence was passed amid cheers from the public gallery and will now live out her life as a resident of Elmtree Manor Hospital, north Lancashire.

         

         —That were made a big thing of, the fact that I showed ‘no emotion’. They said it were because I were a psychopath, that I wasn’t ‘able’ to feel things. Truth is I’d been medicated up to me eyeballs before the trial; I could barely even stay awake. The world was like … it was like I were wrapped up in cotton wool, like I were only half there, do you know what I mean? Like it weren’t even me.

         —Mr King? I need to let you know that’s enough for today.

         —That’s fine, thank you. And thank you, Arla, for talking to me.

         —A pleasure.
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         I’m not sure what it was that stopped our interview; our agreed hour was far from up. Perhaps it was a test to see whether I would respect Elmtree Manor’s wishes. These are tentative days, though, so I let it go. We’ll hear from Arla again later.

         For now, let’s get some perspective.

         Elmtree Manor, where Arla resides, is one of sixty medium-secure mental-health hospitals in England and Wales that house people deemed to be a danger either to themselves or others. At Elmtree, there are around two hundred residents – or patients, as they’re known. The overwhelming majority have committed offences while mentally ill or else have been diagnosed with a mental illness while in prison. All are being held under the terms of the Mental Health Act. There are some who would say that Elmtree’s patients, especially those like Arla Macleod, belong in higher-security institutions such as Broadmoor in Berkshire or Rampton in the East Midlands. Indeed, there are those who would say Elmtree is not punitive enough, especially for someone like Arla Macleod.

         Elmtree is renowned for its modern design and for spearheading new therapeutic techniques. A state-of-the-art facility, it has been described by the columnists of the tabloids as ‘better than a Premier Inn’ and ‘luxury slap-on-the-wrist with full board’.

         The decidedly modern structure, which nestles near the Forest of Bowland, was once the imposing Fell Hospital, a towering Victorian asylum that blighted the picturesque countryside, its single, bat-haunted spire rising up into the sky amid the winding single-lane roads like Tolkien’s tower of Orthanc.

         All traces of those days are long gone now. It seems that even the screams and wails of its inhabitants have been fumigated out from between the cedar trees, neat lawns and working organic farm. What has rankled many a tabloid columnist is that, as Elmtree is ‘medium secure’, Arla Macleod and her ilk are free to wander the surrounding woodland, watch birds or help out on the small farm. Perhaps the fact that Arla’s parents and sister will never again smell the grass and the tilled earth, or see the roll of thunderclouds cross the horizon, is what irks so many. However, unlike most medium-secure hospitals, Elmtree focuses on the maintenance of its patients’ illnesses rather than their rehabilitation. This means its patients are rarely, if ever, discharged.

         Arla, who will therefore see out the rest of her living days at Elmtree, never contested her guilt; the only questions were around the degree of her responsibility – whether she was aware of what she was doing at the time. I’m in no way qualified to comment on mental illness – I won’t give any pop diagnosis; it would be an insult to the psychiatric profession for me to even try. All I can say is that Arla’s guilt and her diminished responsibility were eventually decided in a court of law and her sentence was passed accordingly. 

         
             

         

         —Of course, it’s too simplistic to explain what exactly is ‘wrong’ with Arla Macleod. We understand so much more about mental illness – and specifically the psychosis that the psychiatrists in court presented – that I think I’m safe in assuming her condition is a complex combination of things.

         
            The voice you’re hearing belongs to a doctor of criminal psychology, Dr Sarah White. Dr White has appeared on many television true-crime documentaries, most recently the three-part award-winning documentary on Robert Bonnet, The Quiet Ripper. She talks to me via Skype.

         

         —I’ve never spoken to Arla Macleod, so I can’t say with any true conviction what it is that’s ‘wrong’ with her. I can only make a reserved judgement from what I know.

         —You can speculate though?

         —We can all speculate, but we can’t give a diagnosis. That task is for her doctors at Elmtree, and I imagine that they’re not at liberty to discuss their conclusions with you, right?

         —That’s right. Hence I’m talking to you.

         —I’ll take that as a compliment…

         —So what are your thoughts on Arla’s condition?

         —Like I say, I can only speculate based on the evidence before us. From what we know about the case, I think I can say with some confidence that Arla Macleod was, and perhaps still is, suffering from psychosis. I strongly suspect she has been for a number of years.

         —Psychosis?

         —It’s an umbrella term used to describe a range of different diagnoses, including schizophrenia.

         —So is it possible that Arla Macleod was or is schizophrenic?

         —Yes, that’s entirely possible. However, each person’s experience of psychosis is individual. Psychosis is characterised by the following symptoms: extreme paranoia, hearing voices, and hallucinations. From what I’ve read of the case and the therapy I know is practised at Elmtree Manor, I wouldn’t be surprised if Arla is struggling with a degree of extreme psychosis.

         —What do you think made Arla that way? As far as I know, that sort of condition does not run in her family.

         —While we’re getting closer to answering that age-old question of whether ‘monsters’, as they’re called, are born or made, we still don’t have a definitive answer. Arla’s psychosis could be explained as a genetic predisposition, exacerbated by environmental factors.

         —And you? What do you think?

         —I think there’s no straight answer. A person’s childhood, their home life in their early years, can have a huge impact; but it can also aggravate underlying problems or conditions. It is also entirely possible that psychosis is simply chemical.

         —What do you mean?

         —People with psychosis produce too much dopamine in their brains. Dopamine is a chemical, produced naturally, that acts as a sort of filter, a buffer for the sensors. At normal levels, it helps the brain focus and choose between perceived and actual threats. So someone whose brain is producing too much dopamine struggles to decipher what is important in their immediate environment and what isn’t. So, for example, the woman pushing the pram next to the busy road becomes as threatening as the busy road, as does the bird singing in the roadside tree, the music coming from inside the corner shop. Does that make sense?

         —It does – too much dopamine produces a sort of state of constant fear?

         —More or less. A constant state of hypervigilance.

         —And this, combined with hearing voices and hallucinations, could have caused Arla to do what she did?

         —Causation is a tricky one. I’m talking generally, and each sufferer of psychosis experiences things differently. As I say, I don’t know enough about the case, but in short, yes, Arla Macleod’s psychosis could have caused her to do what she did. But we don’t know the full story, do we? Will we ever? 

         —Is there any cure?

         —Not as far as we know. Arla will be treated with medication – antipsychotics, I imagine – which we know help block the action of dopamine when it’s released in the brain, helping to make the paranoia and hallucinations subside. She will have complementary therapy; Elmtree Manor has an outstanding reputation for their therapeutic practice. A lot of it is new, but it seems to be having decent results.

         
             

         

         I must apologise to those of you who are unfamiliar with the case – although I doubt there are many of you. I am yet to explain fully what Arla Macleod was charged with, what she is proved in a court of law to have done to her family. We will hear about it, I promise you. In this episode, we’ll hear both the facts as they were presented and Arla’s version of what happened on that cold night in 2014.

         This is Six Stories with me, Scott King.

         This is the story of Arla Macleod.

         This is episode one.
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         —I first saw them when I were about fourteen … fifteen … I can’t remember really; it seems like a long time ago now. We were … we were away somewhere, on holiday.

         
            After Arla agreed to talk to me, Elmtree Manor wrote to me at length – lists of things I could and couldn’t talk about. Discussion of her medication and details of her therapy are prohibited. As are the condition of the hospital, Arla’s room, the therapy sessions. I suppose because all of it is tabloid fodder. No one wants to learn about innovation and state-of-the-art therapy; they want to see Arla Macleod rotting in a cell.

            But if Arla volunteers any information … well, we’ll see.

         

         —We stayed in this big white hotel. I don’t remember much … just the swimming pool and the cocktails. They did kids’ ones with juice and fresh mint and that. I thought I was so cool, just sat there drinking them. A bit of me remembers doing that with Mam and Alice, taking photos of them on Mam’s camera while the sun went down behind us. But maybe that’s just rose-tinted glasses, I don’t know.

         
            Arla’s holiday with her family took place around 2008, she thinks. It was summer and Arla was about fifteen, Alice, just a little younger. Arla can’t remember the name or the location of the hotel, but tells me it was on the coast in Cornwall – an all-inclusive place: kids’ clubs in the day, entertainment at night. From what I know of the Macleods, they would have saved for this holiday for a long time.

         

         —In the basement of the hotel there were this games room. There was a pinball machine, I remember, and a few arcade games. We all went down there when we first arrived. Just to have a look. I remember begging Dad for coins to play pinball. I remember him getting cross, telling me it were pointless, saying you ‘don’t win nothing’ and Mam putting her hand on his arm. ‘We’re on holiday, love,’ she said.

         It goes all blurry then. I can’t remember properly. Mam and Dad and Alice, they weren’t there anymore; it were just me. I … I remember it were hot outside, really hot. And everything had that smell, like when you’re abroad? Like sun cream and warm skin. But we weren’t abroad. It were England. Down in that games room it were cool, the walls and the floors were marble, and there were those cheese plants everywhere. Big, thick, waxy leaves like green hands, waving.

         I remember it were the last day and I wanted to be on my own. I remember walking to the very back of the games room where there were some fruit machines. I remember they had flashing lights but no sound, like someone had turned the volume down. It were well weird.

         And that’s … that were the first time I knew that something … something weren’t right. 

         
            I’m sorry, I know – let Arla tell her tale. I will, but I need to make one thing clear: I have no way of corroborating what Arla is about to say next.

         

         —I had my headphones in – those ear-bud ones. I had my music on dead loud, Skexxixx proper blasting my head. Alice hated that music. She were into all that Katy Perry and X-Factor rubbish. She had no idea. She agreed with Dad. He said it were ‘satanic’, that it would ‘corrupt’ me. I used to ask him what his ma thought of Elvis wiggling his hips – that were ‘satanic’ too, right? He would get all red then and so I would just walk away.

         Anyway, down in the games room that day, I remember the music just stopped – just cut out – and this … this wall of silence fell around me.

         Suddenly I knew I wasn’t on my own anymore. I could feel that someone else was there, in that room. It were like I could hear them holding their breath.

         —There was more than one person?

         —Yeah. It were like they sort of appeared, like, sort of just slithered out from a crack in the wall or something.

         —Who did?

         —It were these kids … these little kids. They were all standing suddenly round one of the fruit machines, like they’d been there all along. It were horrible.

         —Do you remember what they did?

         —I remember being scared, frightened cos they were just … silent … all of them clustered around this fruit machine like an old photograph gone wrong.

         —Did they speak to you at all?

         —No and that was what was so weird. They were silent. There was a boy, a few years younger than me, and he started pushing the buttons on the machine, but all the while, his head was turned round towards me.

         —This sounds like a vivid memory. 

         —It is, and now I’m saying it out loud it sounds so … it sounds so nothing-y. Like, maybe they were simply some people – another family that had just arrived that day and I hadn’t seen them before. I were in a funny mood that day, I were feeling … lost. So at first I thought maybe I hadn’t seen them, like it were a daydream or something. And back then, I were used to people staring, cos of the way I dressed and that. I were a proper little goth back then, in my Skexxixx T-shirt and all that black eyeliner. I were used to kids looking at me but…

         —But?

         —It was like … they didn’t look right, just standing there, all of them together like that. Then it seemed like there were more of them – like there were suddenly five when before there’d been two, and they were all just silent, staring. It was as if … as if they’d been waiting for me…

         Yeah, that’s how it felt, like they’d been waiting.

         For me.

         
            In all the research I’ve done about Arla Macleod, I’ve never heard this story. It’s a strange thing to make up – if indeed Arla has made it up. Going on from what Dr White has told me about psychosis, there could well have been a group of children at the hotel and Arla’s condition caused her to distort the intentions behind an inquisitive gaze at a teenage girl. Looking at images of the musician Skexxixx and his fans, you can understand, as Arla alludes to herself, why someone might stare at her. Or, of course, the children may have not been there at all. Dr White also implied that this could have begun as a form of dissociation. Although why at this point, I’m not entirely sure. Arla continues.

         

         —It were proper odd but maybe explainable – like, they were just some kids. Maybe they were shy, or scared, or just weird, right? Maybe they were just weird, like me?

         —It does sound like quite a strange thing to see.

         —But there were something else about them that just weren’t right, that was just like … off. 

         —Go on.

         —You see, however long I looked at them, I couldn’t tell how many of them there were – one minute there was just two and then there was five.

         But that wasn’t the only thing. That wasn’t what was so off about them. What freaked me out about those kids was their faces, their skin. They all had this really smooth skin, like … like those china figurines that Mam collected; like, Little Bo Peep, all innocent-looking with huge eyes and pouty lips. Their skin were immaculate, smooth, like it were made of plastic; their lips just these perfect little bows. But they weren’t happy, they didn’t smile at me. They just stared like they were … like they were hungry.

         
            This is certainly a strange story … or is it? Arla’s memory is almost certainly distorted. That’s no slight, it happens to us all, it’s natural. And I don’t doubt for a moment that Arla encountered other children on that holiday. But this chance meeting with an idiosyncratic group of children on her last day, while it only lasted for a few moments, seems to have remained with Arla for a long time.

            Arla continues.

         

         —After that holiday in Cornwall, I saw them again … I saw them all the time.

         —Back up north?

         —Yeah.

         —In Stanwel?

         —That was the thing. Not in Stanwel. We could never afford big holidays like that one in Cornwall. That must have been a one-off; maybe Dad won the pools, I dunno. But we did go to a caravan in Cleethorpes a lot – it belonged to one of Dad’s mates, and we often used it when he wasn’t there.

         —Did you see them there?

         —Yeah but not there, if you know what I mean.

         —Go on… 

         —Like, I’d see them when we were on a day out at the market, or in the town. Jesus, I remember seeing them once at the swimming baths – all of them again, and they looked so wrong. They were in one of the cubicles. The door sort of swung open as I went past, and they were there, all of them just staring at me.

         —Are you sure it was them? I mean those specific children. How can you be sure?

         —Yeah. And no. I mean, like, there was something inside me that just sort of knew, you know? I knew it was them somehow.

         —Did you tell anyone? Your parents?

         —No, never. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t have even known how to start. ‘Mam, I’m being stalked by a bunch of kids.’ She’d have thought I’d gone mad. What would folk have thought of us then? Mam would have lost it with me. And then Dad would have had an episode and … well, I couldn’t be doing with all that praying and stuff…

         
            We pause here. Discussing Arla’s late family is a flash point that the staff of Elmtree Manor have warned me about, so I let Arla compose herself. When Arla comes back, the tears I can hear at the other end of the line sound genuine. During this break, I’ll briefly discuss Arla’s parents.

            Both Lucy and Stan Macleod were staunchly religious. From what I understand, Stanley had ‘saved’ Lucy from her former husband and attributed his ability to do this to the power of God. Lucy was, I gather, a follower by nature, and often felt indebted to Stanley – a debt he apparently referred to whenever she disagreed with his views about how to raise the girls. The ‘episodes’ that Arla mentions earlier sound very much like fits of internalised rage Stanley experienced when he saw or heard something he didn’t like or couldn’t comprehend.

            During our earlier discussions about family life, Arla describes one of these moments.

         

         —His face used to get red and he’d clench his fists and start muttering. It were like a giant baby about to throw a tantrum. He used to shout all this Bible stuff and then we all had to hold hands and pray – like, right there and then, wherever we were. It were so embarrassing. We used to make sure he never saw, like, ‘sinful’ stuff; we made sure we never went anywhere good when Dad was there – the cinema, the fair, anything. Honestly, even the sight of a woman in a skirt could set him off. Mam just sort of let him get on with it; never told him he were being daft…

         
            I’m not here to criticise anyone’s religious beliefs but I do know Stanley McLeod’s attitude was far from progressive. He was anti-abortion, he found the LGBT community ‘abominable’, and don’t even start on his attitudes to music. I imagine that Arla’s tastes and dress sense as a teenager were in direct opposition to this. It is interesting to note, though, that Alice Macleod didn’t follow her sister; she never showed any resentment about her father’s ways.

            From a young age, both Arla and Alice were expected to pray, attend church and be fearful of their parents’ God. Restrictions were in place for both children. While Alice put her head down and complied with her parents’ wishes, Arla felt these restrictions tighten as she grew from a child into a woman.

            Smoking, drinking and boyfriends were a big no-no for Arla. Her life was lived under the law her parents imposed. Could this have played a part in what happened? Undoubtedly, yes, though how significant that part was is difficult to gauge. It could be said that Arla had become disappointed in the reality her parents had carved out for her and the restrictions they imposed. But many parents are protective; and many are religious.

            As we’ll discover, Arla rejected her parents’ values almost completely when she became a teenager. It’s hardly a surprise, and I doubt Mr and Mrs Macleod had the nuance to realise that the more they tried to limit her, the more Arla would rail against them.

            The media played up this aspect of the case to almost ridiculous excess. In a bizarre succession of headlines and articles, the tabloid press suggested that Arla’s teenage rebellion was the most likely cause of what happened in 2014, conveniently forgetting the fact that by the age of twenty-one, Arla Macleod was very different from how she’d been as a teenager. The online community that holds Arla Macleod up as an icon certainly like to keep her perpetually frozen in this rebellious phase of her life. We’ll look at this in more detail later in the series, when we start building a true picture of who Arla Macleod was and who she now is.

            Anyway. When Arla is composed enough to continue, she does.

         

         —Every time I saw them – those kids – I’d be frightened. They were always silent, always staring at me, through crowds of people, all of them just sat there on something – stairs, a picnic table. They never did anything, just stared. But afterwards, after I’d see them, I’d forget. Like, almost immediately, I’d forget I’d seen them.

         Until I saw them again.

         —How many times do you think you saw the kids?

         —I don’t know … loads when I was a teenager and then … then the last time. That was the last time I saw them and I knew it was them … I knew it was them…

         
            We’re all aware of what happened to the Macleods on the 21st of November 2014, so I’ll be brief with the recap.

            The police were called to 41 Redstart Road, Stanwel at 2.40 am on the 21st of November 2014. A neighbour had expressed concern about a commotion at around 2.00 am, then a screaming that did not stop. So scared was the neighbour, she didn’t dare go and see if everything was OK, despite being on first-name terms with the Macleods.

            Crucially, that neighbour stated she had not, to the best of her knowledge, seen anyone enter or leave the Macleod house that night, nor had she heard or seen anyone passing by. In fact, she stated that she had spent the whole of that evening in the living room in front of the television and had seen nothing unusual.

            When the police officers arrived at the Macleod house, twenty-one-year-old Arla answered the door. She looked dishevelled and manic, her eyes wide and her hair tousled. She was wearing pyjamas that were streaked with blood and in her right hand she was holding a hammer, also covered in blood.

            In the hallway lay the bodies of her stepfather, Stan Macleod, sister, Alice, and mother, Lucy. All of them were covered in blood. Twenty-year-old Alice had been beaten so badly, her face was unrecognisable and her skull was shattered. Stanley Macleod was crumpled at the bottom of the stairs in a foetal position, bruises and blunt-object trauma marks all over his right side; his skull also broken in several places. Lucy Macleod lay in the kitchen doorway; like her husband, she had sustained blunt-force trauma to her body and head.

            Arla Macleod did not deny what she did to her family. She went willingly with the police and seemed unaware of what was going on around her, only repeating the words ‘I let them in. I let them in’. Arla never gave an explanation as to what she meant by this.

         

         —I knew it were them. Something inside me just knew. As soon as they knocked on the door. I knew it.

         —So let’s hear your story Arla, tell us what happened that night.

         
            There’s a long pause – it sounds like Arla’s phone has been muted. She is, perhaps, discussing something with the staff. There’s a part of me that thinks they might shut things down, that Arla’s story, which has taken me so long to track down, might vanish before me, dissolve into the air like kettle steam.

            When Arla comes back on the line, it takes everything I have not to cheer out loud.

         

         —Thanks Mr King.

         —For what, Arla? To be honest I’ve done little but disrupt your routine. I’m the one who should be thanking you.

         —Maybe.

         
             

         

         When Arla continues, her voice is different, lighter – dream-like almost. I wonder if in our short break she’s been medicated. Who can say? 

         —Take your time, Arla. Just tell me what happened.

         —OK, I will. So, well … where do I start?

         —Wherever you feel comfortable, I suppose. Why not start with that day. Had you been at college?

         —Umm … yeah, yes I had.

         
            Arla was studying part-time at Edge Hill University in Ormskirk, an hour or so south of Stanwel. At the behest of her parents, she was completing an MBA in Business Administration. It’s no secret that this was not Arla’s choice of subject. Arla tells me she wanted to study performing arts but Stan Macleod dismissed that idea entirely.

         

         —I always used to have a sleep when I got back from college. If I couldn’t get a lift, I’d have to take two trains. I didn’t mind when it was warm – it were a nice journey – but in the winter, it were horrible, sat frozen in one of those rickety little two-carriage jobs.

         —Did someone give you a lift on the 20th of November?

         —No. They was all going out straight after college. They were doing a super-hero bar crawl or something, getting dressed up and that.

         —Why didn’t you go to that?

         —I just … I didn’t fancy it, that’s all. Not my sort of thing.

         
            I find it strange that a twenty-one-year-old would not want to be part of a university social life. Yet it is worth bearing in mind that Arla was only part time at the university and was commuting from home. Maybe she never really felt part of the scene, or maybe her parents didn’t want her attending such events.

            I manage to track down a student on the same course as Arla: she wants to remain anonymous. She says she was not particularly close to Arla, but does remember her.

         

         —Yeah, she was very … umm … like she would only be there to study, you know? She was on her own a lot of the time, like, she was always walking to class on her own or sometimes with one other person.

         —She had friends though, right?

         —I’m not sure if she had friends. There were people who Arla talked to but sometimes she would like … she would eat lunch on her own. She reminded me of … umm … like me…

         —What do you mean?

         —Umm … like … my parents say I am not here for making friends, that I am here to do well at my studies and at work, you know? That is my reason to be here.

         —Do you think it was like that for Arla?

         —That was strange to me because Arla was … umm … when you talked to her, she was nice and happy, but she spent a lot of time by herself. She didn’t look keen to hang around in the group, you know? When I spoke to her sometimes, she said it was her parents that wanted her to study here. To me it seemed like she … she wanted to be somewhere else.

         
            What can we read into this? Perhaps nothing. As I’ve mentioned already, Arla was not particularly interested in business administration; but isn’t it the case for a lot of young people that their parents want to dictate what’s best for them? However, Mr and Mrs Macleod also had a hand in dictating how Arla lived her life outside classes.

            Is any of this a reason for what happened to Arla’s parents? Did her psychosis in some way enable her to act out her resentment? But why take her younger sister too?

            Let’s go back to Arla’s recollections of the night in question.

         

         —I were tired and cold, and, like I said, I always had a nap first thing when I got back home. It were lovely, just snuggled up in my bed with the heating on. I always woke up to the smell of Mam cooking tea. She would leave it in the oven while they went to watch Alice at training.

         —So this was a night like any other? 

         —It started off that way, a night just like any other.

         
            Arla’s second train in the journey from Ormskirk to Stanwel was delayed due to a fault of some sort. It would have been around four or five pm, already dark and freezing cold.

         

         —So when you get near Stanwel station, there’s always a wait. Loads of trains go past and don’t stop; all the delayed ones going to London or the other way up to Scotland. Because you’re on the piddly little one, they take priority. It’s well annoying; you have to sit there for ages.

         The station’s high up on a hill so when you’re waiting, you look down on Bull Road, watch all the cars driving out of Stanwel.

         Bull Road’s got woods and stuff on either side of it. The woods are thick and you can’t really see much through the trees. In the spring and the summer it’s gorgeous, all green and lush. The branches spread out and you can hear them clatter on the train windows like they’re waving you off.

         In the winter, though, it’s horrible, just dark and spooky. That night, as we stopped and waited above the road, the wind had got going and the trees with their bare branches were crashing against the train windows. There were a few folk looked a bit scared. The train carriages only had these flimsy doors and the wind was screaming in through the gaps, making them shake. I was in my gloves and hat. I had my scarf wrapped up round my face.

         Anyway, the train started moving again, but it went dead slow, like it does when the station’s only one minute away. I’m looking out the window and…

         
            Arla sighs at this point, takes a few deep breaths, and I’m worried she’s going to stop. Or else whoever’s supervising our call is going to tell me that it’s time to finish. Luckily, however, Arla comes back on the line and carries on with no explanation for her pause. 

         

         —So we pass over the road and you could see it had started to rain, black specks all flying through the light of the street lamps that light the road. That’s when I saw them.

         —Saw who?

         —Like … a little way on from the road there’s a pedestrian crossing bit, but there’s never anyone on it. It’s a rambler’s track that goes round the edge of the wooded bit then up to the old coalfield. There’s just no reason for anyone to be there, especially not on a night like that.

         But that night there was someone – more than a someone. There were two of them – two kids. They were stood on the coalfield side of the tracks, as if they’d come from that direction, through the bit of woods towards the town. Just the sight of them sent this chill through me. They were stood there, holding hands – no coats or owt – just staring up at the train.

         —No coats? These were young kids, right? Were they alone?

         —Yeah. Yeah they were. It were horrible. One of them – the smaller one – was a boy; he can’t have been much older than six. I remember he was wearing a shirt: a dress shirt with a collar; it were soaked through. You could see his skin. There was an older one with him – his sister I suppose, maybe twelve. She were wearing a dress, like a frock thing, and that were soaked too. They proper freaked me out, gave me a right funny turn. They weren’t even waving, you know, like kids do. They were just looking. It were … ugh … I’m getting goose bumps just thinking of it.

         It’s gonna sound stupid but it … It felt like I were being watched. Like, I doubted they could even see anyone on the train, we probably looked like black shapes from down there, but still it felt like … it felt like they were looking at me, like it were me they was staring at.

         —Did anyone else see them, do you know?

         —That was the thing, I just don’t know. I wanted someone else to see them, to make a comment – some old biddy to say, ‘Eee, look at them poor kiddies in the cold.’ But the more I sat there, the more I stole glances at everyone, the more I thought no; no one else can see them. It’s just me. 

         And I … I couldn’t tear my eyes away from them. They were like a pair of twin shadows, hand in hand. The wind and the rain was coming down on them, and it was like they couldn’t even feel it, like they were … oblivious.

         It was them – those kids from all them years ago in the hotel. The ones I’d seen on other holidays, too.

         —Did you seriously believe it was them?

         —It … I … it’s hard to explain. Like, I’d seen those kids a few more times, always when we were away: once when we went to Scarborough, then the last time was in Cleethorpes when I were seventeen…

         
            Arla maintains she saw the kids from the hotel in Cornwall numerous times over the years, but never in Stanwel, not until that night in 2014 – until then she’d only seen them when her family were on holiday. She’d always seen them from a distance and there were always a varying number of them.

         

         —From that distance, and, of course with the weather conditions and the darkness, it must have been difficult, nigh on impossible to tell if it was definitely those exact kids, no?

         —Yeah … I mean, no, I couldn’t be a hundred percent sure it was them. Even now when I try and remember what those kids looked like, I just … can’t. These ones though, the ones by the train, they were … it’s hard to explain … it was like there was something wrong with them … ah … it’s hard to explain.

         —Was it just a feeling perhaps? The fact that these two sodden children were out of context?

         —Yeah, there is that I suppose. They could have just been some lost children maybe? Or else they were – what do you call them? – latchkey kids or something? Sometimes the gypsies … sorry, the travellers, they passed through Stanwel on their way to Appleby Horse Fair. So maybe it was a couple of them. Maybe it were nothing. 

         —You imagined them, you mean?

         —Maybe. Maybe that’s right, cos, as the train began picking up speed, a car started coming down Bull Road and its headlights passed over those children. I followed its movement, and when I glanced back, they were gone.

         —Back into the woods?

         —Dunno. Maybe…

         
            If we think back to what Dr White said, and then compare it to the idea of these children, and to Arla’s assertion about the kids that have pursued her throughout her life, we could be talking about a clear case of psychosis here – paranoid schizophrenia. But I’m no expert and totally unqualified to dish out such diagnoses.

         

         —So later on that night, after you got home, did you see them again?

         —It’s not like I have a bad memory or anything. I remember loads of stuff – what happened in Cornwall, parts of my childhood – but those kids, they just seemed to have a strange effect on my brain. It were like they cracked open an egg, pulled a plaster off an old cut. It was like, as soon as they were gone, I forgot about them. I were left with only traces.

         
            Our brains have a strange way of forgetting things more easily if they’re not in a context we understand. Maybe this is why Arla has trouble with her immediate recollection of what she saw. Despite this, she remembers it now – quite vividly it seems.

         

         —Let’s move forwards a bit – until later that night, when you were at home.

         —Mam had made fishcakes that night; the whole house smelled of them. Even though it were a dead strong smell, I kind of liked it: smoky and fresh, mixed with chopped-up parsley from the garden. Those fishcakes were lovely. We ate a lot of fish. Protein, for Alice’s sake, protein. 

         —Had there been any … disagreements between you and your parents that evening – arguments; anything like that?

         —No. Not that I remember. It were a really normal evening. After tea they took Alice out to training. I washed up, cleaned the kitchen, then I went upstairs to study. Just a normal night like any other really.

         It all … the … the bad stuff all happened later on…

         
            I’m amazed how matter-of-fact Arla is when she talks to me about the night in question. It’s as if she’s recounting a trip to the seaside. Maybe it’s the medication. Arla will be taking antipsychotics, among other things, I presume, and these may slow her down, or at least blunt her emotions.

         

         —It were really coming down outside by bedtime – sleet, I think. I could still feel the chill. It had got right into my bones, you know? I had a bath that night to try and, like, warm my soul up. I don’t usually have a bath. I haven’t got the patience to lie there in the water.

         —Was there anything about that evening that was out of the ordinary?

         —Not unless you think me having a bath was! No, it was just a normal night. I went to sleep at around ten or eleven. It would have been around then cos I had to get up the next day at seven to get the train to uni.

         —No lift?

         —No. Everyone was going out that night, remember? I was a bit sad cos I knew I’d be pretty much on my own the next day. The others would all be too hungover to come to lectures and that.
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