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The old woman seemed to be in pain as she shuffled away down the road with what looked to be a small, three-legged dog. 

It was difficult to tell in the dusk. 

Morgan sat in the car watching the strange pair for a few moments more. Besides, it looked freezing out there, and the rental SUV was warm. Safe. A spaceship grounded in an alien landscape. Out there, the last violet blush of day was sinking below the horizon, chased by a rush of stars bright and hard as they could only be in the desert on a near-moonless night. Out there was a world of unknowns. 

The woman and the dog were almost lost to it now, disappearing into the enveloping darkness and the empty streets of the small settlement. 

Morgan took a deep breath in, bracing herself, willing her heartbeat to slow. She was really here. Here in Benbar’s Cross, the arse-end of the world. And this was really happening. There was no going back, no pretending that this was all a bad dream. The Hotel Barbican was right there, tangible now, unavoidable. The last place Jules had been.

Or, at least, the last place they knew she’d been. 

The building looked completely locked up, completely deserted. Only a moth, apparently desperate for death, threw itself at the single light bulb hung over the hotel’s front door. 

Her phone blinked on and she checked for reception—still none—swiped to the messaging app and tapped on Jules’s profile picture: the two of them when they were still young uni scholarship kids. The ‘before’ time, when they could still laugh and hug in the glow of their accomplishments, paragons of joyful ignorance. Before they grew up and moved apart and old hurts filled the spaces between them. Why had Jules loaded this as her profile pic?

Morgan zoomed in on the image, to Jules’s hand gripping her shoulder, the curve of her lip, the blue of her eyes, the sunlight catching the blonde in her hair. It still felt like some cruel joke life had played on her: here, Morgan, you get to be a twin, except not really because you look totally different and you get the ugly face. Ha ha ha. Joke’s on you. Still stung when Tad teased that she was their grandmother’s child and Juliet theirs. 

She zoomed back out and studied their faces together. One picture, two stories. She, the dark one, the one with rings under her wide eyes, and paint under her nails; Juliet, the light, slight, bright, soft one. She, the strong one, the independent one, too serious, too much of an outsider to be relatable, too compelling to ignore; Juliet, the lovely one, the people-pleaser, too genuinely friendly and devoid of wryness for Oxford, too curious and intelligent to settle into what their parents wanted for her: find a good man, have three kids. 

Something that had never been expected for or of herself. 

The wrinklies had always known she was committed only to her art, even if they didn’t find it to their taste. ‘Can’t you just paint something pretty for once?’ Mam had asked her at her first gallery opening. But that was ten years ago. Now they’d given up trying to understand her and her work, and Jules had disappeared into a strange land, hunting strange customs. And she’d come hunting Jules. 

Morgan flicked back to the last text Jules had sent: I’ve decided to go talk to him.

Who the hell was ‘him’?

Communication had been patchy since Juliet had arrived in this place two months ago and worse the weeks before she’d disappeared. ‘Stuck in the 1980s,’ she’d said on one of their rare calls. ‘No internet, zero call reception, no smartphones. I have to drive twenty minutes out of town, back to the highway basically, just to catch some connection to make the call home...’ There were voice notes and pictures, but these almost never downloaded, and Jules’s messages—always one thought per send—had come through in nonsense staccato as only some texts squeezed through on the connection: she said not to go but what do you think ... something about this place ... I see him every night ... Sentences without meaning or context as Jules continued a discussion she couldn’t be part of. 

Then her last: I’ve decided to go talk to him.

And then the messages had stopped altogether.

Local law enforcement had been a joke. The hotel had stopped answering any calls. There had been no one else to contact. Being here, finally, it was easier to understand why. It was night, sure, but there seemed to be no life in this town. No people about. No movement. What lights were on in the houses were few.

‘It’s about to be downgraded from village to settlement,’ Jules had said with breathless excitement before she’d left. She liked that sort of thing: the lost things, the forgotten things, the decaying things. It was as if she thought she could catalogue them back into existence, grasp the last of their essence and ressurect it into something for a paper. Jules’s dedication was more than an anthropological interest. It was a kind of fetish. 

Morgan’s breath plumed over the screen and she shivered. The heat had left the car and the last of the light had left the sky, taking with it the last of the warmth.

It was time. 

The ball of anxiety in her stomach knotted tighter.

––––––––
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The door to The Barbican waited on the other side of a deep porch. The date above it—1888—was just legible, its paint chipped and faded by time. She tried the handle but the door wouldn’t budge. Locked. Had they forgotten she’d be arriving? There were no other cars on the road. 

She knocked and waited. Knocked and waited again. Eventually, the sound of shuffling steps in the silence, and she stepped back as a key turned in the slot. The door slowly opened onto an empty and silent foyer.

‘Hello?’

A head and then a body appeared from behind the door: a small man, old but dressed in childish flannel pyjamas and a towel bathrobe. He looked like he’d been sleeping. He said nothing, only motioned for her to enter, closed the door, and shuffled to the concierge desk in the dark. He switched on a desk lamp that cast a dim light and motioned for her to come closer. She obliged and dropped her backpack to the floor.

‘Morgan Cadogen. I made the booking about a week ago?’

He opened a hefty guest register, flipped to the most recent page, turned the book to her, and offered her a pencil. He tapped on the open line with a knobbled finger. 

Right. 

Morgan filled in her name, the date, number in her party (one, always one), and then paused at the next box: reason for visit. When she looked up, the man was watching her. 

He tapped on the open space again.

‘Yes, well, as a matter of fact, that’s a good question. I’ve come to find my sister. Juliet Cadogen? She stayed here at The Barbican for about two months. Was booked in for three? I mentioned this when I booked...’

He still didn’t respond, just watched her, waiting and expressionless. His silent passivity drained the last of her reserves, revealing the deep ache in her body of an empty stomach and eighteen hours of travel. Frustration burned in her throat. She tried again, talking a little more slowly, a little more loudly: ‘I wonder, if you could let me know, did a Juliet Cadogen book in here about two months ago?’

The man shook his head. 

Morgan pursed her lips, felt her nostrils flare. Not a good start. She stifled a low growl. ‘Are you quite sure? Are you new? I’m quite positive it was here. I mean, there are no other hotels in this place.’

He made no movement. 

‘Do you mind if I look?’

He shrugged as if it made no difference either way, but she could feel his eyes on her as she trailed her finger up and down the page. There were only five other entries and the one before hers was a family who had come through in January. Almost ten months ago.

Morgan pointed at the computer, but the man only shook his head. When she didn’t budge, he pushed the ‘on’ switch. Nothing happened. 

‘Is it on at the wall?’ 

The lamp cast strange shadows across his face that shifted eerily as he watched her. A slight facial tic made his cheek twitch. She was too on edge for this. 

‘The wall. Is it on at the wall?’ she said again, trying not to bash her fist on the counter. Anxiety made her angry; hunger, a bitch. ‘The electrical point. There’s electricity here, right?’ She tapped the lamp with a little too much force.

He pulled the cord from behind the machine and held it up for her. It had been cut off. 

‘I see.’

He pushed the key over, room 101.

‘You have Wi-Fi?’

The man shrugged, wiggled his flat hand. Sometimes. 

How the hell was she going to get anything done in the ten days she was scheduled to be here?

‘Dinner?’

He pointed to a photocopied paper taped to the wooden counter: Breakfast 7 to 8. Dinner 4 to 5.

Four to five? Jesus. Worse than her parents. And it was already seven. 

‘Anything open now?’

The man poked around behind the counter, found what he was looking for and pushed an old brochure over to her. It was for a pub in Calgurry, the nearest town, just over a half hour away. Morgan took it and forced a tight smile. 

‘Great. Awesome. That’s amazing. You’ve been ever so helpful.’

––––––––
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Her room was on the first floor. The high ceilings, Victorian mouldings and ornate wallpaper all suggested a time when the hotel had been grand and her room probably one of the finest in the region. But the wallpaper was faded now and moth-eaten, and the mouldings were broken in places. A writing desk, probably as old as the house, stood in the corner and next to this an en suite bathroom and a small kitchenette with a bar fridge, microwave and kettle served to make the place habitable. It might’ve been grand once, but now the space felt like an empty dorm room with thinning carpets and bedding that had seen too much bleach. 

Morgan flung her backpack on the floor, turned on the gas heater and dropped onto the bed, pulling the pillow over her face to muffle the deep groan she couldn’t keep in any more. 

What had she expected? To see Jules on the landing, laughing at the giant misunderstanding and pulling her in for a hug. Yes. She had hoped for that, had hoped against all odds that her trip to this godforsaken place would end tomorrow after she’d enjoyed a breakfast with her twin where she’d scolded her for not making herself more contactable, had told her to switch on and share her GPS tracking and keep in touch more.

But she hadn’t been here twenty minutes yet and her worst fears were apparently being confirmed. Not only was Jules not here, she’d apparently never been here. It was impossible, of course. Clearly a misunderstanding with idiot night staff. She’d get clarity tomorrow. 

The thought soothed her somewhat and she let herself sink into the mattress, the tiredness of the day’s travels melting off her. The long haul from Heathrow had been fine, but the drive out here had been brutal. At least the mattress was comfortable and there was heating. 

Morgan pushed herself up and dug about in her bag for the last energy bar, and as she ate it, restarted her phone and tried for connection. The ‘no signal’ icon persisted. A laminated note over the landline informed her that only local calls were allowed. She tried the wrinklies anyway but got nothing. A pang of guilt pulsed through her. They would be worried.

Well, there was nothing she could do about that now.

Outside in the distance a bird screeched, strange and unexpected. She went to the balcony window and pushed the curtain gently to the side. There was nothing to see but the sliver of a waxing moon hung over the deathly silent settlement. She felt the chill creep through the glass and shivered as her breath brushed ice against it.

‘Where the hell are you, Jules?’
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Thursday, 9 February 1888

This sentence marks the inaugural entry into my very first journal of my time here in Calgurry South. This being the case, and since this is the start of recording the Macleod legacy, and since I, Isobel Macleod, am the matriarch in this New World, I should probably begin this with something more impressive than that, but it is as good a start as any. 

I am seated somewhat across from The Barbican as I write this—at least if I crane forward and to the left—and these notes, which will be extensive, are what I shall use to compile the essays of my time here once I am back home, and am, as Emily Gerard says in her magnificent The Land Beyond the Forest: Facts, Figures and Fancies from Transylvania, ‘like Robinson Crusoe unexpectedly restored to the world from his desert island’.

Ms Gerard’s most intriguing account of that mysterious place kept me wonderful company on our steamboat trip here, and my wish, which I shall put here boldly for future biographers, is that I shall be published as she was. Of course, Mrs Gerard spent two years in that strange land and Crusoe some twenty-eight years on his island, while I shall spend only a few months here, or less if that pleases me better. Hamilton says that I am to spend as many months or years as I like, although he has made it quite clear that if I prefer his company to that of the Teddington Tea Ladies, I shall be making my choice wisely, which is to say, of course, that I shall stay here with him. We shall see. 

It has taken more than two months to arrive and settle in so I shall have to make it worthwhile a trip, since the getting here was so arduous. I expected the sea voyage to be invigorating but it was not so. The constant to and fro of the hull made one work almost constantly to stay upright! And then the overland trek from the coast to this dusty town—well, let me not dwell on it. In truth, we had good days, did not suffer from seasickness as others did, our cabin was more than adequate, we were very well provisioned thanks to the excellent onboard fare that Cook prepared—and the hard work and efforts of dear Mrs Dalton to stock our own little supplies with treats—and Adelaide behaved herself remarkably well even though she ran a slight temperature for most of it and was in much discomfort. For all that, I am exceedingly grateful. 

Still, I think longer than a year here seems an unlikely burden to place on myself in this strange desert. By then Hamilton, having been here for three years already, may also have had his fill. With that said, he has been backwards and forwards now for almost two years and seems unlikely to settle in either place. It is not in his nature to ‘send a man’ but rather to dig up to his own elbows into whatever endeavour has taken him, and now it is diamonds, which is a pretty unusual undertaking, given his background. 

Hamilton did warn me that it was not a place fit for ladies, but I reminded him that since I am not a lady, I would be perfectly fine. Nevertheless, I can see it will be a gritty adjustment—this is a frontier town after all. There are no other women like me here, only a handful of locals who have come, either paid for or married into servitude, to tend to the chickens and cows and goats, bake bread and churn butter and make cheese. We have procured the service of two of these women, one robust and one rather too trim to be healthy, for the house and kitchen. Hamilton does not want me to ‘roll up my sleeves and get stuck in’—insists that I am still to be his wife and mother to Adelaide, not a housemaid. But it does get terribly dull here. I have teased Hamilton by asserting that I will don a work dress and scrub some floors before long, but he does not see the humour in that. Still, if I do not, I do not know what my days will be filled with;—these notes, I imagine, and little else, since there will be no tea parties or choir gatherings. So, I will write, seizing, as Mrs Gerard says, ‘the general colour and atmosphere of the land, and to fix—as much for my own private satisfaction as for any other reason—certain impressions of people and places I should be loath to forget’.

To this purpose, I believe it is only fitting that I first set the scene. Hamilton has set us up in a neat brick house somewhat in the fashion of our dear home in England. Although our house here is more modest, it is the best to be had under the circumstances and the only one of its kind here. Hamilton says we shall expand on it as time goes by, but for now there are only seven rooms: a front parlour, a large kitchen with a table for dining at, a wash closet, a privy, and two bedchambers, one for Adelaide and Ruth, who is ever such a good nanny, and one for us following the new fashion of sleeping in the same room as one another, and Hamilton insists even in the same bed. This does not displease me. There is a cellar, which Hamilton says is imperative for keeping our food cool. I have not yet been down there but given the heat I suspect I shall soon set up my writing table in the dark.

I am settling in well enough, although Adelaide is still feeling poorly after the trip, as is all too clear from how little she speaks. It seems travelling across the world does not suit a toddler’s constitution well, but Ruth is taking good care of her, leaving me some time now to dwell on my own fancies, most of which will involve setting up a more suitable home when our shipment arrives. But back to setting the scene.

On my arrival, Hamilton delighted me with the gift of this French Cheveret, from which I now pen these notes. It is a drop-leaf walnut bureau, most dainty and sleek, but still solid and trustworthy, and while I do not care much for the general vulgarity of the French, this is a very dear and dainty little thing. It is for my 25th birthday and I believe I shall treasure it till I am old and grey. 

Our home, which I will cheekily refer to as The Manor, is situated in what I imagine will be the town centre. Where I have chosen to sit is neither the quietest nor the most proper, for it overlooks the road, but I have positioned it here so that I may look out and see all the comings and goings of the people. For example, looking up just now I saw fifteen workmen, notable due to the dungarees they wear, walk across the road from us to the left and towards the construction of Hamilton’s hotel.

The building of The Barbican, started over a year ago, continues apace and is very near completion. It stands like a proud giant with its three storeys—almost four if one considers the ample attic! No other building in this small town is as grand, except the sombre Protestant Church of course, which itself was completed only thirty-five years ago under the guidance of the first preacher to the town, Robert Blackwood, a missionary for the Church of Scotland, which has, I am told, together with the Dutch Reformed Church, dominated the region. 

Nevertheless, The Barbican is the only one of its kind in the whole area and would have been even more excessive had Hamilton heeded the architect, Mr De Witt, who had suggested grand ideas to build not only a fourth or a fifth level, but a sixth level also, with a new type of steel framework and cast concrete floors. Although Hamilton was exceedingly excited by this, he thankfully put this foolishness to rest, after considering the time it would take to complete, so far from amenities and commerce and such. If his wish to see the small town established as a regional centre before any other achieves for itself this modest accomplishment, then before grandiose buildings, it is of paramount importance that there is adequate plumbing and electrification, and, of course, a station—all things more important than a fourth or fifth or sixth floor on a hotel, no matter how lovely it is. 

I am thankful also because while I secretly indulge my delight in his bold imperialist vision, I do not wish to be here for as long as it takes to build an entire, and entirely modern, town. This places our intentions at odds. Hamilton wishes to be a creator, an engineer, the founding father of something great—he does so long to see the town renamed ‘Hamilton’—whereas I wish merely to be a tourist, record my findings, and then return to London when I have had my fill. In truth, I do not believe this town to be as special or as capable of expansion and importance as Hamilton so ardently believes it is. Moreover, I am not sure this is the place I would prefer as a legacy, but what does that matter? I have told Hamilton my thoughts on this more than once but he, of course, proceeds with his grand schemes anyway. 

The doe-buck migration will be happening soon. I am told it is quite a spectacle, very special. I want to know more about this empty land full of movement and animals. I want to find here, as Emily does in her Transylvania, the heartbeat of it.

––––––––
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Tuesday, 15 May 1888

The waggon with our household matters arrived this Friday past. I sent a good deal of our bedding, crockery and furniture ahead of my voyage here. Almost everything has arrived in good order, which is a miracle and a sign of abundant and fortuitous blessing as Hamilton likes to point out every time I see him or his eyes alight on something that he last saw back in Teddington. 

I shall not tell him of his mother’s tea set, lest he shed more tears for bonnie Scotland than he should. I instructed Ruth to disperse of it in whichever way would turn it to dust most quickly. Fortunate, and probably most miraculous, is the survival of Hamilton’s precious grandfather clock, which he insisted be brought to him.

Among the shipment were the samples for the hotel sent by Mr Twindel, and I have spent many an hour poring over the curtain and wallpaper and carpet swatches. I cannot deny some excitement in setting about decorating the hotel and have already prepared my favourite combinations for Twindel’s consideration when he arrives next week. He has promised to bring the light fixtures and door fittings. But I digress. This journal is not meant to be a litany of my daily administrations but a collection of my observations of this town, which (as I have been corrected) is not referred to as Calgurry South, but is rather known by its colloquial name, Benbar’s Cross, after the minister Robert Blackwood who built the church. 

He arrived in 1847 with his wife to build it for the nomadic farmers who would stop here to water their animals at the spring which has now been turned into a rather unimpressive dam. Not much else has happened for the last forty-one years. Whatever it wishes to be called, it is a true frontier town filled with frontier sentiments—everything is hard, transitory, direct—those who come, come to extract from the land and the peoples and get rich or get richer. Scuttlers pour into the area more and more each day. Hamilton says Langley is finding diamonds by the fistful up north and that it is only a matter of time before his men—by which I mean Hamilton’s men—start seeing the fruits of their labour here. 

There is nothing here but the church, The Barbican, a supply store, a few squat stone and clay houses—of which the most prominent is the minister’s, which has stood empty for four years—and endless tents. Most of the men live in grey canvas hovels closer to the mine while they build The Barbican or join forces with Hamilton for the diamonds on the land he has claimed. The people are a mixture of immigrants and local peoples who are drawn to the town, its puddle of a dam, and its promise of a better life for themselves. Still, everyone seems new to the land, like visitors who should be passing through, but instead have slipped into some waking dream and stay. 

There are some people not expected: adventurers, hunters of both quarry and fossils. There is one man with a monkey that rides on his shoulder! But he left shortly after I arrived. Hamilton says he is a great hunter and we shall invite him for dinner when next he is in town. 

There are so many animals here!
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Boba

You’re here

Boba

I’m here

Juliet ... sunlight warming her skin ... the sounds of life outside, a soft feeling of possibility, of hope—

And then anxiety and hunger punched through Morgan’s dream fatigue, waking her with the thud of disappointment: this wasn’t a nightmare and this wasn’t a simple misunderstanding. Jules wasn’t here. Jules was properly, truly missing. And yet, and yet... 

The dream had awoken in her a surety that her sister was close, waiting to be found. A certainty that sat in her gut like a warm stone. She rubbed her eyes, tried to shake off the last of the sleep fog. 

Boba I’m here

A wave of impatience washed over her then—lying in bed wasn’t going to get her any closer to Juliet—and she pulled on her jeans, a T-shirt and boots, grabbed her ‘missing person’ printouts and headed downstairs. 

The corridors and stairwells of the hotel were deathly still, as if no one had moved through them for centuries. Soft morning light streamed through narrow windows, lighting in shy shafts the faded carpets and worn wooden banisters of the narrow staircase, the ghostly rectangular shapes on the faded wallpaper where photographs or pictures had once hung. A grandfather clock she hadn’t noticed the night before was ticking somewhere. Downstairs, the front door was still closed. No doubt locked. Daylight also revealed more doors leading off from the foyer than she’d noticed the night before: two to the right and two to the left, all of them closed except for the one closest to the front door, which stood wide open. Someone was there, humming. Morgan inched towards the room quietly, not wanting to startle anyone with her presence, wanting first to watch. 

The dining hall stood in dim light. Tables and chairs were stacked against the walls and two couches covered in cloth were slumped against a boarded-up fireplace. The concierge from the night before was carefully arranging silverware and crockery on the only table in the room covered in white linen, the only table in a stream of sunlight from the one unshuttered window that overlooked the front porch. 

She was the only guest here. 

The realisation floated down around her like a shroud and she shivered. She was alone in a deserted hotel, in the middle of nowhere, with no way of contacting the outside world. Creepy. But hadn’t Juliet said that the only reason people came here these days was for some unverified rock art in the Maanstenenberg mountains? And how often did people come through for that anyway? Of course, that meant that Jules had probably also been alone here. Alone with who knew who running this place. The concierge? 

The man returned to the table with a tray and carefully started laying out the milk, sugar, a plate with toast. Morgan watched his small hands work over the crockery. So, he didn’t think Jules had been here. So what? He couldn’t be the only person working here. A woman had taken her booking. And even if he was, there was no way he could’ve overpowered Jules. She was slight, but still twice his size. And strong. She’d have made a meal of him if he’d tried anything. It was a reassuring thought. Almost.

His physical frailty didn’t rule out poison or drugs or gas or a gun. 

Morgan’s mind recoiled from the images and she pushed them aside. This was no time to indulge an overactive imagination. What was it Tad had always tried to impress on them at every point? When faced with an unfathomable phenomenon—UFOs, God, ghosts, monsters under the bed—the simplest explanation was usually the one closest to the truth? Something like that. 

Although. A gun was pretty simple. 

Fuck.

The thought was too grim to bear and so, to distract herself from it, Morgan knocked lightly on the door and walked in. The concierge seemed momentarily shocked to see her but said nothing. 

‘Good morning.’ Her voice sounded loud in the stillness.

He held his hand open to the chair at the table and handed her a menu as she sat. He wore a name tag. 

‘Your name is Carlos?’

He nodded and pointed again at the menu.

‘You don’t speak?’

He shook his head.

‘I heard you humming.’

The smallest shrug animated his otherwise total non-response. Maybe humanising the situation would help somewhat. His first impression of her couldn’t have been exemplary.

‘Look, I’m sorry if I was a bit ... last night ... I was very tired.’ Still nothing. ‘Okay, well...’ She pulled the fliers out of her backpack and handed him one. ‘Here, I brought a picture of her, of Juliet. My sister. Does she look familiar to you?’ It was easier to study his face in the light: the lined, tawny skin, the heavy brow; the dark, penetrating eyes; the strangely lush lips; small, slender hands. The twitch in his cheek started up again. ‘She was doing research here. She would’ve spoken to a lot of people. She definitely would’ve spoken to you...’ Carlos regarded the paper she held out to him with suspicion. ‘Please. Take it...’

Reluctantly, he took the picture from her and looked at it for a long time before shaking his head and handing it back. 

Seriously? This was fucking annoying.

‘I mean there was literally nowhere else for her to be, no other accommodation. You understand? She said she was staying here, at this hotel. It was definitely here at The Barbican. Maybe someone else signed her in? Maybe you weren’t here? The woman who took my booking perhaps?’ Carlos didn’t budge. ‘I see. Okay well, I printed out a lot of those fliers. Could I leave this one at the desk for—’ the idea seemed ridiculous now ‘—the other people that might come through here?’

She pushed the flier back at him and he took it slowly and then pushed the menu closer towards her. 

‘Right.’ Morgan took the menu and scanned her options: eggs scrambled or eggs fried, orange juice, coffee or tea. 

She placed her order and watched Carlos shuffle off to the swing doors at the far end of the room, the kitchen probably, paper in hand, no doubt to make the breakfast himself since there was no one else here. 

––––––––
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It was only eight when she stepped out of the cool heart of the hotel, but already the sun was high and hot. It was easier to get a bead on the place in the daylight, but there was less to see than she’d imagined. There were a few people on the street at least, farmers or farmhands going about their business, probably. What else would there be to do here? And yet, no one seemed to be younger than sixty. No one spoke, no one looked at her. Most of the shops were long boarded up, their windows cracked and opaque with fine dust. Only a mechanic’s yard and a booze shop remained. The place was nothing but a collection of old town bones in a brown dust bowl. 

Morgan slipped into her SUV and drove back to the highway. Calgurry, the closest town to Benbar’s Cross, wasn’t much bigger than the settlement, but it was the nearest thing to civilisation she was likely to find here and there’d be proper coffee hopefully, more food, mobile reception and, most importantly, the cop shop she’d been dealing with for the last few weeks. The road out of the settlement was long and straight, and the desert, which had been veiled by dusk yesterday, now stretched out to either side of her, the small scrub bushes reaching out to the horizon like a carpet of dirt. 

The first ping of reception came about fifteen minutes out of Benbar’s Cross, sooner than she’d expected. Morgan pulled off onto the gravel and scrolled through messages from her agent and her parents. Amy could wait; the wrinklies couldn’t. They’d be desperate for news by now. She’d promised them a check-in the minute she got to the hotel last night. She cleared her throat, willed herself into upbeat, reassuring, first-born mode—an in-joke with the family, since she was only firstborn by minutes—and tapped their number. 

The call had barely registered on her device when her father answered. 

‘Have you found her yet, Molly? Is she there?’

‘Only just got here Tad, jeez.’ 

‘Hello Morgan, it’s your Mother.’ 

She pictured the two of them sitting at the kitchen table, both of them leaning over the phone on speaker, the gloomy low sky of mid-Wales casting a grey pall over everything. She did what she knew she had to: keep her voice steady and confident, under control, and list everything she had lined up for today. When she was done, she said, ‘It’ll be better here now, talking to people face to face, not like it was from home. Promise.’

Mam’s voice was low and concerned: ‘Will you remember to give the police our contact details, just in case...’ 

Morgan knew what she’d wanted to say—‘Just in case something happens to you and they can’t get hold of us about Juliet.’—but let it go; she’d swept that old hurt under the carpet years ago when she’d left for London and started her new life. 

At least they couldn’t see her face. 

‘Do you think she’s still...’ her mother stopped, uncertain, not wanting to think about the worst probably ‘...there?’

It was no use telling them that not only was Juliet not there but the hotel had no record of her stay at all. 

‘As I said, it’s likely just a giant misunderstanding, you know, crossed wires, lack of connection ... now that I’m here and can see how deserted this place is, how far-flung it is, I can see how easy it is to lose touch. I mean she might even just be on an expedition into the desert...’

Here at the end of the world she could almost believe it herself, could allow herself a glimmer of hope. Besides, she could still feel Juliet, which meant that she couldn’t be gone gone, right? If she believed in the sort of nonsense her gran did, she’d say the psychic connection was still whole. 

Her mother sighed, loudly and heavily enough so that Morgan could feel the weight of it across the world, and then the line went deathly quiet. She was crying. Close and careful, her father started whispering: ‘Keep your strength up, Beth, Molly’ll find her. Best be brave.’

‘Tad’s right, Mom. I’ll find her. She’s here, I’m sure of it.’

‘Please don’t do anything rash, Molly.’ There was fear in her father’s voice. ‘I know you have a thirst to run toward danger. Both of you do. I don’t know where you get it from. Let the police do their job.’

The police. What a joke. They’d done nothing but excel in incompetence. But it wouldn’t do to press the point with people who believed in bureaucracy, so instead she took her parents through her plan again before they said their goodbyes and she hung up, tossing the phone onto the empty seat beside her, stretching out her fingers. She’d been gripping the device too hard. The sudden silence felt stifling. She needed some air.

The heat was brutal outside the icy respite of the SUV. Morgan stood scanning the horizon, shading her eyes. The sky was big here, hung over the flat, rocky scrubland like an azure bowl. To the west, the strange, circular dome-shaped mass of Maanstenenberg rose from the barren landscape, the only thing of height for kilometres. To the east of it, too far to see from this distance, lay Benbar’s Cross and beyond that, the highway, now only just visible as it stretched towards her from the horizon, sunlight blinking off a truck. And above it all, the sky. 

Did you ever see a sky so blue, Boba? Like a butterfly wing. 

Boba. Their name for each other for as long as she could remember. A name, they’d reasoned as adults, probably made before their tongues could form words, before they were separated into units, into two distinct bodies; a mystery of their own shared mind and connection before life and the gods told them they were not one. That they were not the same.

Morgan breathed in the scentless, dry air.

It was so still here. Endless and still. Was it possible that Juliet had gone for a walk into the desert and got lost? She imagined Jules driving off into the scrubland, past the strange mountain outcrop, until all was flat and dead and directionless, and she was lost in the emptiness. Did Jules find what she was looking for? Who she was looking for. Did they have her?

A small, dusty green bird flitted past, and Morgan watched it disappear into the landscape. Where would she go to look for Jules when there was so much space and too little else here? What if in looking for her sister she also got lost? Who would come looking for her? Who else was there? They had no other family. Jules was the one with all the friends. The only other person she’d told she’d be away was her agent, and Amy was hardly the self-sacrificing type. When she’d told the doyenne of London’s art scene she’d be gone for two weeks, Amy’d barely managed to keep her self-serving sensibilities to herself: ‘But you’ll be back in time to finish for opening night.’ A statement, not a question. She’d soothed her agent’s solipsism as best she could and ignored every message that had pinged through since. 

But the thought of Amy tugged at a small thread of guilt. It was enough that she was struggling through a creative dry spell; to disappear now so close to a show was ... well, it wouldn’t hurt to check in. 

Back in the car, Morgan left her a message—just enough to touch base, to manage expectations—and then dropped the rental into gear and sped out to the highway. She’d just made it to the bliss of tarred road when Amy called. Morgan tapped the handsfree. 

Her agent didn’t bother with the pleasantries.

‘Have you found your sister yet?’

‘She’s not here.’

There was silence at the other end of the line. An unusual experience with Amy. 

‘I’m so sorry, Morgan. Truly.’ That sounded genuine. Also an unusual experience with Amy. But then she sucked her breath in and said: ‘Which means you’re going to take the full two weeks?’

There she was.

‘Glad you’re so terribly concerned for my sister’s well-being, Aims. Very appropriate.’

‘I’m mostly concerned about you to be honest. You haven’t been answering my messages...’

Morgan felt around for her phone on the passenger’s seat and checked the connection bars to see if she could hang up and blame reception. She looked back just in time to spot a goat crossing the road and swerved. The SUV hit the gravel shoulder hard, back wheels fishtailing as she slammed on the brakes. The car came to a sudden, jerking standstill. The dust settled gently around the vehicle as the shocking burst of adrenaline pounded through her, her heart thudding in her ears, her breath ragged. She tasted blood. Must’ve bitten her lip with the force of the jolt. Morgan wiped her mouth and a streak of bright red smeared across her finger. Amy’s small voice was still peeping up from somewhere under her feet. She patted around for her phone and tapped on the speaker.

‘I’m just saying, that’s a long time to not be producing material, Moggie. A very long time. And after all the heartbreak you had just trying to pull what you’ve got together now; you know I’ve been worried about you...’ Amy hadn’t registered anything but her own voice. ‘Besides, Jane is probably just out in the wilderness following whatever it is she likes to follow by herself, she’s always been people-shy that one—’

Morgan wiped her lip again. ‘It’s Juliet and people are literally what she studies.’

‘Well, even so—’

‘I’ve got to go, Amy. Thanks for checking in. I’ll call you next week.’

She hung up and inspected the inside of her bloody lip in the mirror. Only a small cut.

Outside, oblivious to her blood sacrifice to save its stupid life, the goat had found a patch of thorny bush and was slowly munching on it as if nothing had happened. 

‘Wanker.’

Morgan shifted the car into gear, pulled back onto the road and headed for Calgurry slowly, the hot tar shimmering ahead, confusing the horizon, so that she had to orient herself to the dome-shaped Maanstenenberg to know which way she was headed. 

––––––––
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Calgurry was a mad hub of activity compared to the settlement. Morgan picked her way slowly down the dusty main road between farm trucks and pickups, pedestrians and stray animals, as her GPS led her to the police station. One lonely van baked on the concrete lot in front of a brick building that had clearly been planned for a town much bigger than this. Inside, the place smelled of disinfectant and impotent bureaucracy. Dusty-green linoleum covered the floors, faded public service announcements the walls. A tired ceiling fan whirred listlessly from the roof, slowly displacing the hot, stinking air. She seemed to be the only person here. 

A bell sat on the counter and Morgan tapped it with some force. She’d been waiting for this moment since she’d called more than a month ago; waiting to connect with someone—anyone—who would take the matter of her missing sister seriously. She wiped her face with her T-shirt and was just about to ring the bell again when a man with a crude, sun-burned face sauntered out from the back room, wiggling his little finger in his ear. His uniform was ill-fitting and fresh sweat patches were already breaking out from his armpits, consolidating the elevation map of previous stains. She disliked him almost instantly and the name sewn into his uniform confirmed why. 

‘Officer Russell.’ As much a loser as she’d pictured him to be. ‘We’ve spoken over the phone about my sister, Juliet Cadogen?’ Morgan held out a flier. ‘This is who we’ve been talking about. You never seemed to get the emailed photographs. Or the copies we couriered at great expense.’

The cop pulled his reading glasses out of his shirt pocket and peered at the paper. He turned his red-rimmed piggy eyes on her. ‘You’ve come a long way.’

‘Well, she is my sister.’

He seemed to compare the images in front of him—Juliet on the flier, herself in real life—as if she were lying. He handed the picture back to her. 

‘As I said, Ma’am, we haven’t seen her around here. No one has. The hotel you said she was at never signed her in.’

How the fuck could he have known if he, or anyone else for that matter, had seen her or not since he’d only just seen a photograph of her? It wasn’t worthwhile pressing the point. 

‘I’m not asking if you’ve seen her. I’m asking you to file a missing person’s report.’ She couldn’t keep the edge out of her voice. ‘That’s all I’ve been asking for the last month...’

He stared at her flatly, his expression a roadblock. This was the wrong way to go. What did Jules always tell her? You attract more flies with honey? She affected the brightest smile she could. 

‘Look, I’m sorry.’ Soften the tone, soften the tone, nicer, sweeter. ‘I’m just ... concerned. You know? And, well, a missing person’s report is kind of a fundamental part of the process when a person goes missing. And Interpol won’t do anything, if you don’t do anything ... so ... can you please file one now? Please. I brought you her picture from across the world.’

Officer Russell leaned heavily against the counter, arms wide-stretched, as if the conversation were sapping his will to live. ‘I can’t file a missing person’s report,’ he said, slowly, so that she would understand, ‘because there is no missing person. I can’t file a missing person’s report on someone who was never here.’

Morgan collected the smile on her face again and fixed it in position. ‘Okay, but I’m here now, in person, to tell you she is missing whether or not other people have said they’ve seen her and to file a missing person’s report and—’ she pulled out a paper with Juliet’s details and the photograph from the printouts ‘—to give you these. In person.’ The photo was from Juliet’s birthday at The Perch in Oxford. It’d been a good day. ‘Please. It’s a very long way to come.’ Sweet, soft, accommodating, needy...

Officer Russell sighed deeply as if finally won over by her inhuman girlish persistence and gestured for her to follow him to a desk behind the counter where he sat down heavily and turned to his computer, presumably opening a file. He tapped on the keyboard and then tapped some more, inserting the details Morgan had given him. As she watched him pick his way slowly through the form, she felt something like relief wash over her. It was going to be okay. This was a good first step. The necessary first step. 

Eventually he said: ‘Purpose of her visit here?’

‘She was doing research. She’s an anthropologist. She was studying religious rituals or something.’

Jules had always leaned towards the off-centre, even as an academic, and this time she had devoted her PhD to the work of a Dr Schwab who’d lost his tenure in the 1960s for some wild claims about shamanism before disappearing without a trace. Jules had found correspondence between him and a Harvard anthropology head mentioning something about Benbar’s Cross and a woman named Isobel or Isobella, and so Jules had come looking for any traces of her or Schwab, any traces at all of their notebooks and their life here. 

Officer Russell frowned, turned back to his computer and slowly loaded the information, mouthing the words as he typed: ‘Reason for visit, research ... And what was she wearing at the time she went missing?’

‘How would I know? I wasn’t here.’ It was unnecessarily defensive. She took a deep breath in and released it. ‘Probably pants and a T-shirt.’

‘Car?’

Seriously? All pretence of sweetness drained out of her. 

‘As I told you over email already, Officer Russell, at least three times: we don’t know, it was a rental, we called every rental agency in the area and even though they have trackers on the cars which would be super useful to find a missing person, they won’t give us any information without a case number.’

He leaned back in his chair and looked at her over his glasses. ‘And like I told you before, Miz Cadogen, an APB is useless if the person you’re missing was never here.’ He sucked his bottom lip back and shrugged. ‘You’re not able to prove that she was even in Benbar’s, let alone that she is not there any longer, you understand me?’

The urge to grab him by his sweat-stained shirt and head-butt him was strong. Instead, she balled her fists and kept her voice low and steady. ‘So, let me understand this correctly. Your solution to a missing person is not to do anything until you’ve heard that your right kind of something has happened to them even though they’re not around to confirm it?’ 

He turned back to the screen. ‘Her last known address?’

Morgan dug in her nails deeper. Took a deep breath. ‘Again: she was booked into The Barbican.’

Officer Russell stuck his pinkie back into his ear and wiggled it vigorously about. ‘And, again, the hotel has no record of a Miz Cadogen being booked—’ 

‘Where else would she’ve stayed then? In her car?’

He shrugged. ‘Somewhere else?’

‘There is nowhere else in that town.’ Her voice pitched at the end, the whine of a desperate woman. She hated it.

Officer Russell pulled his glasses off, wiped the sweat off his face with a surprisingly white handkerchief, and seemed to consider something for a while as the silence and heat thickened around them.

‘Did she confirm The Barbican in BC?’

‘Of course. Here...’

Morgan scrolled to the email on her phone and found the message Juliet had forwarded them all listing her details. She handed the phone over. Officer Russell reinstated his spectacles and inspected the email. 

‘Ah. See, here’s the problem. It just says, “The Barbican Hotel, Calgurry”.’ He handed the phone back to her. ‘It’s a common mistake. Calgurry is the name of this town right here, not Benbar’s, and it’s the name of the region—the settlers here had a right sense of humour—and there are easily, oh, three Hotel Barbicans in this whole place, from the north to the south, west to the east and back again. And it’s a real big place. One in this here town even.’

‘Yeah, but she told us Benba–’

‘Maybe you heard it wrong.’

He said it so emphatically it seemed like a conversation stopper. 

‘So that’s it, you’re not going to do anything?’

‘I’m filing a missing person’s report, aren’t I?’

Morgan clenched her jaw and angrily brushed away a frustrated tear. 

He dropped his voice in an act of rehearsed but tired sympathy. ‘Ma’am, it’s rough to say this but there have been situations where people have walked or driven out into the desert and never come back. If she was here in the middle of summer, maybe she couldn’t deal with the heat.’

The illogical stupidity of the suggestion turned her frustration to anger again. ‘So what? She arrived, didn’t book in at the hotel she said she was staying at, and just drove out into the desert and got lost, just happened to text me every few days for two months before she disappeared and, what? Died?’

Officer Russell leaned back in his chair again, wiggled his finger in his ear and inspected the goods. Disappointed with the findings, he wiped his hands on his pants. She tried to keep the disgust from her face. 

‘Could you at least get hold of other police stations in the area to ask them if they’ve heard of her or anything happening?’

‘We service the entire region, ma’am, and I can tell you there’s nothing ever happens here but drunks drunking and the occasional sheep-thief thieving. If there was anything about a lost girl I would’ve known about it.’ He printed the document, stamped and signed it, and pushed it over to her. ‘Hope this helps.’

Frustration burned in her gut: the distance she’d travelled just for one piece of bureaucratic paperwork and nothing more. She folded the sheet neatly. ‘Could you at least call the rental agencies and follow up with this case number?’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’

‘And you’ll take this to Interpol now?’

‘Sure.’ He stood and held his hand out for her to do the same. ‘If I hear anything more, I’ll be in touch. First thing.’

Barely able to stop herself from screaming into his face, Morgan stood, nodded her thanks and strode to the door. She stuck one of her missing person’s fliers to the wall. Pointless maybe, but it made her feel slightly more in control.

‘Wanker,’ she muttered as she left.

––––––––
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Outside, the heat and diesel fumes pushed against her, oppressive and suffocating. Her skin felt covered in a layer of oily sweat and fine dust, her nose and mouth dry like sandpaper. She watched a man negotiate his donkey up the street as she considered her next steps. The first thing was to check the hotels. In a world of infinite possibilities maybe Juliet had stayed here and driven in for her research. 

Back at her car, Morgan turned up the air-con and ran an internet search for the other Barbican Hotel and then for every other accommodation available in the town. By normal city standards, Calgurry was small, but it still took her more than two hours to drive to each brandishing a flier with Juliet’s smiling face. But it was for nothing. No one had seen or heard of Juliet, not one person, and the absurd unreality of it maddened her. The only thing for it was to ask everyone else she could. 

At the grocery store, she stocked up on supplies—food, water, a hat, sunscreen, a torch—and spoke to the manager and the till operators. She pinned a flier on the noticeboard and then stuck one to every lamp post and on the front of every business window she passed. She pressed a flier into the hand of every person she could, answered every question, exchanged numbers, accepted condolences. With every sympathetic shake of the head her frustration corkscrewed tighter back towards anxiety. 

It was past lunchtime by the time she headed to Benbar’s Cross. In the distance, the old settlement squatted under the enormous pale blue sky, rising from the dirt, one sand-coloured building at a time, until she was making her way slowly through its wide streets. Whatever busyness had animated the place in the morning had waned and an end-of-day stillness was already settling in. 

Morgan parked outside the hotel, pulled on her hat and grabbed what remained of the fliers. It was hot, but the town was miniature; only six long streets: one main road and five intersecting it. An easy walk. She chose a route that would lead her from the hotel down one side of the main road and its side streets and then the other.

The once tarred roads had cracked and disintegrated over the gravel, and the forlorn houses stood on huge, empty properties, most of them long surrendered to the elements, surrounded by yellow grass and sandpits where flowerbeds had once tried to be. Old cars had surrendered their potency to time, rust and brick pillars, and weeds grew through the collapsing bodies of abandoned farm equipment. She knocked on doors and what few people answered shifted and fidgeted with suspicion, their eyes sunken and skin ashen. The booze-store owner and the mechanic seemed barely to register the flier she showed them. No one looked her in the eye for long and no one had seen Jules. 

The heat was hard on her on the way back to the hotel, the dead stillness squatting over it all, over her. The only movement was at the stone church: a stick-like creature in a bright pink pinafore sweeping the crumbling tarmac. Morgan wiped her face, finished the last of the warm water in her bottle, and walked across to the woman. She greeted her as well as she could, a salutation the woman ignored. She was a scrawny, hard thing, with a grey bob like a Lego helmet over her drooping face. 

Morgan held out a flier, one of her last. ‘Have you seen this woman? Her name is Juliet Cadogen, she would’ve been here about a month ago.’

The woman’s eyes swept over Morgan and the flier briefly. ‘No. I have never seen that woman.’ 

Was it her imagination or did she say that like a well-rehearsed phrase by a bad actor?

‘Never?’

‘Not a lot of people round here so it’s easy to spot a foreigner. Especially one as you can tell aren’t from around here.’

The woman continued her sweeping as if she were alone, as if Morgan weren’t staring at her for more. 

‘Okay, well...’ She turned to leave and then paused and pointed at the rectangular, white-washed block of a building next to the church. 

‘What happens there?’

The woman looked up from her sweeping. ‘That’s the town hall.’

Juliet had mentioned something about a town hall once in a voice note; that she had done some of her research there. 

‘Can I take a look?’

‘It’s locked.’

The woman looked back at the ground and continued sweeping. 

‘Can you unlock it?’

‘No.’

‘Can you tell me who can unlock it?’

‘I can.’ Still the sweeping. 

Morgan wiped her face again. Was everything here as stubborn and impenetrable as rock?  

‘Okay? Well. Who is it?’

The woman hesitated for the briefest moment. 

‘Missy down the road with the pink flowers.’

‘Missy?’

‘She opens it once a week to air. But there’s not much there that’d be of interest to outsiders.’

‘Do you have her number?’

‘I do.’

Sweep sweep sweep. The same dust pile on the tarmac hadn’t increased in size at all. 

‘Can you give it to me?’

‘It’s number eight.’

‘No, I mean her telephone number.’

‘We don’t keep those here. Number eight is her house number.’

‘And the road? What road is she on?’

The woman still didn’t make eye contact. ‘That’d be First Street. At the end. Number eight.’

Finally. Like blood from a fucking stone.

Morgan thanked her and turned to leave. 

‘She’s not home on Mondays,’ the woman called after her.

Morgan waved and retraced her steps to First Street. But there was no number eight. The road ended at the edge of the plain and she looked out onto open scrubland with Maanstenenberg in the distance. There was no number eight. Had she misunderstood?

She was just about to turn back when a flash of green and pink to her left caught her eye: a giant bougainvillea bush in bloom, a shock of cerise in this palette of brown. Morgan stepped off the road and ventured cautiously down a gravel drive that ran along the side of the block towards the flowering wall. She peeked around the bush and gasped. 

A small but lush garden fronted a simple brick house. But although it was in the same austere style as every other one here, where the others had fallen to ruin, this one stood as if built and painted a month before; where the others faced each other’s despair, this one faced the desert. And the garden! If the house seemed new, the garden seemed to have been tended for decades. Small patches of bright green grass carpeted the ground between lavender and rosemary and shrubs of white flowers and pink. The stark contrast of green against the dust-brown of the desert felt absurd, the upkeep of the house extravagant. There was life here, the sound of birds, the whirring of insects. 

Cautious, curious, Morgan walked up to the wire gate that stood partly opened onto a neat painted concrete path that led to the house, pushed through it carefully and walked up to the deep porch to face the closed front door. The woman had said Missy wouldn’t be here but there was no harm in trying. She knocked. A deep-throated cluck cluck answered her from the corner of the porch. A large grey parrot sporting a red-tipped tail and white face peered at her from inside its cage. 

‘Missy’s not home,’ it squawked. ‘Missy’s not home.’ 

It cocked its head and watched her with one black-bead eye.

Weird. But okay. ‘Do you know when she’ll be back?’

‘Missy’s not home. Missy’s not home.’

‘Okay, okay, got it.’ Morgan sighed and hung her head. She was talking to a fucking parrot now. Well, why not? Nobody else in this place was saying anything. She showed the parrot a picture of Juliet. ‘You seen her, bird?’

The parrot raised its wings and started bouncing on its perch. ‘Grandmother Wind! Grandmother Wind! Missy’s not home. Missy’s not home. Grandmother Wind! Grandmother Wind! Here she comes! Here she comes!’

‘Okay, okay, shit.’ 

The squawking cracked the silence and set her nerves on edge again. She left the parrot shaking itself against its cage and walked back to the garden, following it to the left where it revealed lemon and plum trees, a lush patch of grass and a well. Some chickens lay in the shade of the trees or scratched through the grass along a path that had recently been walked flat to a simple single-car garage. The cement drive leading up to it had long since been overgrown and the gate was rusted shut and covered in creepers. Something glinted against the faded, weatherworn wood of the garage door. A brand-new lock. What was that doing there? She glanced around to double-check she was still alone and crept up to the garage, pausing beneath one of the small windows that punctuated the walls. Small windows that were covered with newspaper. New newspaper. 

Morgan swallowed hard. Was it possible? 

‘Juliet?’ She hissed against the window. ‘Juliet!?’

But there was no sound and the space felt empty of life. 

This was stupid. What was she thinking? Trespassing on private property because she’d assumed ... what? That a woman named Missy had kidnapped her sister and was keeping her locked in a garage that anyone could access? It was probably just the woman’s tool shed for the only functional house and garden in the entire place.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.jpg
THE

wWiTCH

E
sepiaps





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





