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LISA LEE HAD BEEN posting short films on her YouTube channel for a year before she disappeared. She had still only picked up thirty-odd subscribers. There was no particular reason for that, her films were interesting and well shot, the sound was good, they were just a bit off.


Lisa was a bit off.


She starred in all of her own films but her face was inexpressive, her narration obvious. She’d tour amazing abandoned buildings, point the camera at a table and say Oh, look, there’s a table. This elusive blandness made her seem medicated, which posed the question of what she was being medicated for and that took you out of the film. This hinted-at backstory raised other questions: why was she filming herself breaking into places? Wasn’t she worried about getting arrested? Was she trying to resolve something, or escape from something? Why did someone with such a thick working-class accent have such an elaborate, expensive hobby? Was the accent affected? Why would a young, classically good-looking girl have such a severe haircut?


There was too much going on for her to be a one-note internet sensation. Lisa was operating on a lot of different levels.


In the wake of her disappearance her subscribers peaked at just over a million. Her Instagram took off as well, despite the fact that she might never post again, or maybe because of that.


The police asked her dad to take down her films. They thought speculation about them, especially about the chateau, was distracting from the search for her and didn’t see how Lisa’s disappearance in North Berwick could be related to her exploring an abandoned chateau in France.


They were wrong.


It’s worth describing that film for those who didn’t get a chance to see it. It’s just twenty-two minutes or so. She’d made it six months before but only posted it two weeks before she disappeared.


It begins abruptly – Lisa is walking through an autumn wood of bare silver birches, holding the camera with her left hand and training it on her own face, looking forward as if she doesn’t know she’s being filmed.


The air around her seems unnaturally still but we can hear the rustle of dead leaves as she walks, the occasional soft sucking squelch from damp soil underfoot. It must be cold because her cheeks are pinked, her breath becomes visible an inch from her lips, but the frost has lifted from the ground so maybe it’s lunchtime.


Lisa is twenty, slim, with roughly cropped blonde hair. She’s quite intense. When she catches sight of her own face in the viewfinder her nose wrinkles and her shoulder slides up to her ear. She’s dressed in combat-casual: black-and-grey camo trousers, jacket over a hoodie. There’s a crackle of nervous discomfort about her, appropriate because she’s on her way to get into someone’s house without permission and creep around, looking at everything.


Hiya. I’m in France! Excitin’. This is an actual shat-oo I’m taking ye into, eh? Is that how you say it? Shat-oo? It’s a castle anyway, aye. Kinda.


Her accent is a gentle East Coast brogue, girlish and high pitched.


If you like this gonnae chuck us some stars? And reviews really help other people find me here… an’ subscribe to my channel, if you like… She glances at the camera and micro-cringes, turning away, jerking her chin to point up ahead as she walks on. That’s where we’re headed. In there.


She turns the camera to the edge of the wood and a grey-slated turret peeking over the top of the trees. The walls are faded yellow. It looks like a rotting Disney castle.


There. The pointy tower. That’s where we’re going. See, I heard that a big family was living in there – five kids, mum and dad, granny living with them, you know, like, big for nowadays-families, but one morning years ago they all just walked out and never came back. No one seems to know why. An’ they’ve left everything, furniture and clothes, dolls and all this sort of thing…


She walks on, keeping the camera trained forward, scanning the trunks and the ground.


At first glance it looks like an ancient wood but it becomes clear that the history is more complex. Some trees have toppled over. A couple lean drunkenly on their neighbours, one almost perpendicular, its exposed root ball still shaped by the pot it arrived in from a nursery. This is an expensively curated simulacrum of an ancient birch wood, which tells you two things: someone has a lot of money because these things are expensive, and they chose to use that money to create this private world.


Lisa turns the camera back to herself.


I’m completely bricking it, to be honest, I’m always bricking it at this point, but I’m going in. That’s the whole point of doing this, I suppose. In a way. That’s the whole point. For me, anyway. Facing your fears and committing to sharing that with other people, sort of… She attempts a smile but it warps into a grimace.


A sudden movement draws our eye; fifty feet behind her in the woods. Two men approach, keeping their distance but facing Lisa, following her. One of them looks straight into the camera, a black snood pulled up over his mouth and nose.


Lisa’s still smiling awkwardly into the camera when she hears the report of a twig snapping behind her. Fear flares in her eyes.


The film cuts.


Now we’re looking at a still: a Catholic altar through a hazy yellow filter. The altar is covered in a simple white cloth embroidered in red-and-gold thread with the Chi Rho symbol: a P with an X through it. A large silver crucifix stands upright in the centre and a set of priestly vestments are hanging on a clothes stand to the side, as if the Invisible Man has been ordained and is waiting for his cue.


I found this cut terrifying when I first saw it. I almost turned it off. I assumed that Lisa had been attacked by the two men in the wood, had been raped and murdered, and this film was a memorial to her. But then the title of the film comes up in a mad, jaunty font:




ABANDONED MANSION IN FRANCE: THEY LEFT EVERYTHING!





This is typical of the edits. They’re rough and often meaningless. Lisa isn’t a film-maker, she isn’t trying to say anything subtle, she just wants to show us things. But it’s hard not to read meaning into edits. To watch is to try and make sense of the film. My pattern-recognition instincts were triggered by the cuts but for Lisa editing was just happenstance. Look at this. Now look at that. That’s difficult to accept. Our minds resist meaninglessness.


After a few beats the title card is replaced with drone footage of the wood looking down through the naked birch trees to the forest floor. The shot is super high-res, passing overhead in slow motion. Every branch and leaf is picked out in detail, even the drone’s own shadow ripples crisply across high branches.


The drone glides out over the lip of the wood, over a gravelled forecourt in front of the chateau, to find Lisa with the two men who were walking behind her in the wood.


They’re standing in a tight cluster together on steps up to the front door. A setting autumn sun warms their faces as they grin straight up at us, waving and jumping around, mouthing ‘Hello!’ It’s later in the day, after they’ve been inside and shed their bags and hoods.


Maybe you only see this because it’s slow-mo, if it was faster the subtle shift in mood might not register, but Lisa and the two men glance at each other, realise they’re overreacting to the appearance of the drone, laugh at themselves and pantomime their own enthusiasm. They’re having a good laugh together.


But there’s another man there too, not part of the jolly group, standing at the bottom of the steps, solemn and serious. He’s stout and older, dressed in a washed-out metal band T-shirt and joggers. His chin is on his chest. He looks as if he’s texting furiously on a phone with two hands. He’s actually operating the drone controls and has to concentrate hard.


The drone tilts up to show the chateau’s yellow facade and the turrets at all four corners of the building. The roof has caved in towards the back. Beyond the chateau are turned fields and an equine paddock in the distance, outlined by a white picket fence. This is a wealthy area.


The drone swings a turn around the building, slowing as it approaches the group on the stairs. The drone operator looks straight at us, straight into the lens as it approaches, his eyebrows thick and black, his blue eyes delighted, his arm outstretched like a falconer’s. The drone alights and a broad, warm smile bursts on his face.


Cut.


We’re inside the chateau looking out one of the dirty glass panels on the front door, out to the forecourt and the steps. Lisa narrates in an awed voice:


So, I’m IN. But I tell you what: this floor feels really soft under my feet here. This building is going to collapse soon. I’ve felt that before in other places I’ve went, there’s a kinda tipping point, sort of thing, where everything feels like wet cardboard and there’s not long a building can stand in that state, eh? Like it’s gonnae fold in on itself soon. Still, look at all of this: see how fast the family’s left here?


Turning slowly into the hallway, she shows us a big set of dark wooden stairs carpeted with grey dust. Next to that is a table laid out for a children’s tea party with cups and side plates, a silver coffee pot and even cutlery. Thick dust has settled over the table like a cloth.


They just, like – whoosh – all walked out the front door in a oner and never came back.


She sidles past the table to a small door under the stairs, she opens it and shines her phone torch inside. It’s a dark corridor leading to stone steps down into a black water that licks lazily at the steps, the movement magnified by an oily rainbow surface.


God… Absolutely stinks in there.


She backs out, reaches over to shut the door and her camera accidentally captures the two men from the front steps crossing the hall behind her. They realise they’re being filmed and freeze.


Oh, says Lisa and moves so that she’s in front of the lens with the men over her shoulder in the background.


Lisa seems taller now that she’s made it inside, younger, her eyes bright and wide and her pallor flushed. She points back her shoulder to the men, watching herself in the viewfinder.


This is Florian.


He’s tall and skinny, blond with a tentative shoehorn moustache and the perfect skin of a very young man.


This is Gregor.


Gregor is short and brawny with a wry grin. He has cropped dark hair and a chaotic monobrow. His lips are parted expectantly, as if he’s on the brink of laughing.


They’re the Belgian urbex team I’ve been chatting to online, you might have seen… We all drove down here together. Well – they drove me. Say ‘hi’, guys?


Florian and Gregor are camera-shy. Florian gives a fast little wave to the camera, squeaks with panic, and they both snicker and scuttle out of view. Lisa waits until they’re in the next room and whispers:


We don’t always get on in the community, you know that, I’ve had my battles, but those guys are total diamonds. They’ve just telt me that I shouldn’t say ‘shat-oo’, it’s ‘shat-oh’. But they didn’t make me feel dead thick or anything. They just, like, they were nice about it, you know?


Unthinkingly, as if she’s rehearsing or enjoying the word, she whispers to herself, shat-oh. Check out their website. I’ll put their deets up.


Through another small door she leads us into a private chapel. This is a new building, an extension made of breeze blocks and concrete.


No way. Look! I tell ye, this family were very religious, there’s crucifixes and religious stuff everywhere.


Unfamiliar with Catholicism, she misnames almost everything.


There, that’s… the wee stage for the priest to do his preaching… Benches here, for the people. Tablecloth on the altar – that’s still there. The priest’s wee dress. Even the silver cross standing up. And I’ll tell you what – that is a nice cross too. I know it isn’t steel because it’d be rusty as anything by now. Been shut up here for years. It’s made of silver, that is. See how it’s foxed from the damp and grey, like? That’s actual silver. They’ve just left it. It’s a shame.


She turns the camera to the floor; raw concrete covered with a beautiful red Persian rug. Moths have flourished here, dissolving the weave that holds the tufts together so the corner of the carpet crumbles away like a gingernut biscuit left in a saucer of milk.


Sad to see these things just left. This should be saved, all this stuff, because it’s, basically, like, antiques.


Cut.


She’s in a huge living room papered yellow. Whole strips have slithered off the damp walls revealing smooth wet plaster. The yellow is bright and cheerful, a damask in an oversized pattern. The chateau’s decor is full of confident choices like this.


Lisa pans the camera to a patch of deep black velvet mould galloping across the ceiling.


Oh, shit… she fumbles her scarf up over her face. Don’t want to get that in your lungs, spores from black mould, it’s as bad as asbestos. Have to be careful… Sometimes asbestos is why a place got left suddenly but don’t think there is any here. The whole building seems redone. The plasterwork under the wallpaper is new. The floor looks pretty new. That little church was new. But they’ve done all that and then walked out suddenly. Weird. This whole place is weird though. Look…


She turns slowly to a white marble fireplace topped with a massive painting of St Sebastian shot through with arrows. In a better painting by a better artist he’d be looking heavenward in an ecstasy of faith, but it’s not very good and he looks like an exasperated supply teacher.


I mean…


Cut.


She’s in a kitchen, high-ceilinged and bright, painted apple green. Hanging all along the walls are long-handled copper pans, too high to be anything but decoration, higgledy-piggledy but somehow a coherent pattern too. Like the rest of the house, the room is cheerful, decorated by someone with a great eye and a feel for the subtlety of colour and textures.


I found this kitchen the creepiest part of the film because some of the things in there were recognisably contemporary: a range cooker in pastel blue from an expensive brand I’ve coveted online, the same Danish-designed highchair that I had for my girls when they were toddlers. It converts from a highchair into the world’s most uncomfortable perch seat. An overpriced toaster and a Bodum coffee press I’ve seen in a hundred kitchens. But everything was rotting and covered in dust. It made the kitchen feel simultaneously contemporary and ancient, like looking back at the present from the future.


Cut.


Short bit: Lisa’s on the big staircase in the hall, staying close to the wall, when a sudden shower of dust falls from the ceiling above her. She shows us it twisting and falling, catching the light like a stairwell chandelier in a Vegas hotel. Lisa’s face is sliced in half by the shot and she freezes, mouth ajar, eye bright, looking straight into the camera. As the shower ends a gleeful smile dawns on her face. She survived that.


Cut.


She’s in a child’s bedroom looking at a windowsill crammed with Furbies, all different colours, fur matted with dust. Their dead eyes are half shut and they look out at the room, tipsy and disdainful.


Whoa! Original Furbies. You could eBay the shit out of these. But you know, you wouldn’t though. Obviously. Take nothing. If you’re going to rearrange everything you find for better pictures you might as well stay home and do that. There’s just no point coming all this way… No point.


Cut.


She climbs about in a couple of other bedrooms and a bathroom with a collapsed floor. But the money shot comes in the attic.


She’s in a small doorway on the top floor looking into a low-ceilinged room with a run of little dirty windows along one wall. There are steps down into it and it is lined with bookshelves, some of which have fallen and spilled the books onto the floor. By the fireplace is a comfy reading chair with a floor lamp at its shoulder. The mould is rampant in here. Lisa is anxious about that until she sees the carcasses.


Three dead pigeons lie under the window, desiccated, just piles of feathers and bones and beaks. They’ve been there for a long time. They must have got trapped, she says, got in through the hole in the roof back there and not been able to find their way back out.


Poor things. Poor, poor wee things. Wee trapped things…


She is freaked out by the bodies and clings to the wall by the fireplace, scrambling over a pile of books to get past them. This is when she stumbles, almost falls and slaps a hand on the wall next to the fireplace to steady herself.


The wall drops open.


It’s a secret door.


Oh! Oh?


She rights herself. She looks at it, touches it, pushes it open a little more. She smiles at us.


Oooh…


She looks in through the gap, back out at us, her mouth a smiley little ‘o’, then she pushes it wider, forgetting to show us what she’s looking at.


What the fuck…?


She turns on her phone torch, shines it in and her eyes widen.


Oh my God. Whoah!


She shoulders the door wide and brings the camera up to let us see what she’s seeing.


It is a frightening room, windowless, not at all in keeping with the domestic rest of the chateau. Walls, ceiling and floor are painted black. A dead bulb hangs on a bare wire. The floor isn’t dusty because this room has been sealed.


In the middle is an old office desk from the 1980s and an orange plastic chair sitting at an odd angle, facing a wall that is blank except for a small, square painting, framed in gold and swathed in cellophane. The image on the canvas can be seen only briefly, winking out at us between flashes of reflected light from Lisa’s phone torch on the plastic.


It’s a painting of a hand. A hand holding a yellow pen and it is writing something, but the image is cropped so that, if they are writing something, we can’t see what it is. The brushwork is soupy and impressionistic, too loose for something so small. It looks like a detail from a larger painting.


Sitting on the desk is a box shaped like a duty-free carton of cigarettes but rounded at the edges. It’s silver, foxed and dun like the cross on the altar. There’s elaborate raised ornamentation on the side and an inscription on the top.


Whoaw! Lisa grins at it. Bloody hell, what in the fuck’s going on?


She steps into the room and puts a hand out to the silver box. It’s in this moment of forgetting that her sleeve rides up and we see her heavily scarred forearm. We see it very briefly, like the painting of the hand; a mountain range of scar ridges. Lisa has been cutting herself for a long time, slashing deep across the meat on her forearm.


Cut.


She’s in a bright place, maybe a garage, filming a dune of broken furniture shored up against a corrugated-iron side wall. One of the guys, Florian or Gregor, asks her if she’s OK. He sounds worried.


Aye! Aye! Yeah, I’m totally fine. Fine.


But her voice is wavering and the camera trembles.


Cut.
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I WATCHED THAT FILM on a nightmarishly ill-conceived holiday before the Year of Sundays, when travel was not only easy but something people moaned about.


I arranged, paid for, and convinced everyone else to come on this holiday for our fractured, blended family, thinking that all those other blended families were just idiots for not getting on really well. As soon as we arrived it was obvious I had made a mistake.


I meant well. We were a tight group and Fin’s new partner, Sofia, was having trouble fitting in. He seemed to have given up on us making her comfortable. He didn’t want her to come but I intervened and invited her myself.


I’d imagined long walks and big jumpers, reading in bed, movie nights and bonding over big communal dinners.


It wasn’t like that.


I didn’t just organise it for Sofia, it was for my girls’ benefit too. If we could go away together they wouldn’t have to choose which family to holiday with. But the scraps and snipes had started as soon as we got here and the girls were skulking around like resistance fighters, dodging tensions, falling quiet when any of us walked into a room.


We were in a lighthouse, trapped indoors by a violent storm, stranded a mile out on a rocky headland in the far south-west of Scotland.


The wind was so loud that it was an effort to hear the telly, we couldn’t go outside without the risk of being blown off a cliff into the Irish Sea, and the hot water didn’t work. Someone pointed out that they used to pay people to stay in these places. The place was so draughty and cold that we wore most of our clothes and spent all day crammed into the only warm room in the building, the sitting room, reading or staring at individual screens, waiting for it to be over.


Present in the company were my ex, Hamish, and Fin’s ex, Estelle – now a couple with a baby of their own – both my girls, Jess and Lizzie, twelve and ten, Fin and his new partner, the nubile Sofia.


Estelle was heating up lasagne that night and the rest of us were sitting around, ignoring each other, waiting. Sofia was talking about lasagne and Italian cooking in general, about ingredients and regional variations. Sofia, that’s not her real name, obviously, I’m not a complete bitch, was elfin and very pretty and would not shut up. If she wasn’t monologuing about herself she was complaining about the accommodation or her room or the food and tonight Estelle was heating up Tesco’s frozen lasagne to serve with plastic garlic bread. We were all bracing ourselves for a scene.


Fin was quite a passive person but since hooking up with Sofia he seemed almost defeated. I’d taken him aside on the first day and asked him to tell Sofia to shut up once in a while, she kept ordering my girls around and telling them they’d get fat if they ate sugar. Fin shrugged and said Estelle asked him the same thing but he didn’t know how to broach it, Sofia was very fragile. This was before she gave my ten-year-old a makeover that made her look like a bitter, thrice-divorced Florida golf widow.


We weren’t even halfway through the week. The sense of doom was palpable.


The girls were watching cartoons on their shared iPad, one earbud each, numb with boredom after a day of enforced board-gaming. To stop myself clucking at them I busied myself on my phone, scrolling through Twitter messages from listeners to our podcast. Doing admin.


I wasn’t really reading, just skimming headlines, but I stopped at a name I recognised: Lisa Lee. It was the alliteration that caught my eye. It wasn’t from Lisa, it was about her and it was very short. It had been sent five days ago.


Lisa Lee didn’t take it. Please tell them.


The sender, called @WBGrates, had included a series of links. I clicked the first one and watched Lisa’s film.


I soon forgot that I was in a lighthouse or that Sofia was still jammering on. I was in France on a fine autumn afternoon, walking through a wood. I didn’t understand what Lisa was doing in the film, why she was so open about breaking into someone’s house. I was scared when Florian and Gregor appeared behind her. I froze along with her on the crumbling staircase, shared her delight when she found the secret room, and I was troubled by how shaken she was at the end. The numbers were clocking up quickly: ninety-five thousand views when I started watching, a hundred and twenty when I’d finished. I was pleased for Lisa, she seemed like someone good numbers would matter to and not just for the revenue.


I went back to @WBGrates’s message.


The next link was to an auction catalogue. The silver box was up for sale in Paris this week. There were detailed close-ups of it.


It had been cleaned since Lisa found it and the silver was dazzling white, luminescent against a dark background. A close-up of the lid framed a Latin inscription I couldn’t understand. Another showed the image on the side, a Roman matron in profile reclining on a daybed. The tresses of her hair echoed the drapery of her toga, these silver details accented with gilding. It was very detailed and quite lovely. The woman looked up at a dove rising from her outstretched hand, wings wide, beak pointing skywards. Beneath these images the catalogue entry read:




Roman casket. Date unknown. Inscription reads: ‘Let this, O Pilate of Balaton, follower of the King of the Jews, be a worthy vessel for this proof of his resurrection.’


Provenance and reserve price on application.





I don’t know anything about antiques, the auction houses of the world might have been full of boxes like this one, so I went back to YouTube and screenshot the casket in Lisa’s film, did the same with the auction image and looked at them side by side. They seemed the same to me. Maybe she did take it. I didn’t really see what would be so wrong about that. The chateau had been abandoned, the owners didn’t seem to care about all the stuff they’d left.


I googled the story and found a slew of articles from predominantly Christian websites and provincial newspapers, many American: ‘Proof of Crucifixion for Sale’, ‘Christ Box in Auction’, ‘Hallelujah Gathering in Paris’. It was too much to take in so I opened a long-form article on a news site that I trust.


The box had a shadowy history. Rumoured to have been found in Communist Hungary, it had disappeared for decades and re-emerged in southern Italy in the late nineties only to be lost again. The inscription indicated that it had belonged to the Roman official who condemned Jesus of Nazareth to death by crucifixion. What was special about it was that it suggested that the official, Pontius Pilate, Governor of Judaea, had converted to the new religion, something previously unknown, and it claimed to have proof of the resurrection inside. Many academics thought the casket was a myth until it appeared in the Paris auction, seller unknown. It was still sealed though and had never been studied. There were calls from various churches, religious groups and historians to stop the sale until it could be examined by experts because, one Yale professor said, finds of this significance should be held for the common good. A buyer could store it in a vault and the world would never get to find out what was inside. The sale was due to be held in four days’ time and the bidding might reach hundreds of thousands of dollars, or hundreds of millions, no one knew how much it would go for. There was nothing else like it.


Religious people had begun to descend on Paris, eager to be near this precious object. French authorities were telling them not to come. Random groups were pictured, men and women, some with children, gathering outside the auction house, praying in the streets of Paris and camping in parks.


Fin and I are small fish and, although intriguing, this story was far too big for us. The mainstream media were all over it and we’d never get access to interview anyone important.


I tried to remember where I had heard Lisa Lee’s name. Had she contacted us a while ago? It could have been one of the emails asking me to pass on messages to Fin – I got an astonishing number of those. I didn’t think so though. Her name prompted a bashful glow in me, it felt like it might have been complimentary. I knew it wasn’t nasty or threatening, I remember those ones word for word despite myself, but I didn’t check because the password for that email account was at home, jotted on a Post-it note on my desk.


Estelle shouted from the kitchen that dinner would be ready in twenty minutes. Everyone shifted in their seats, looking forward to hot food, being a bit closer to bed and sleep and, ultimately, getting out of here. We had another four days of this.


Everyone was being very kind about it. Except Sofia.


Sofia is Milanese and met Fin at a podcasting convention in Leipzig the year before. They had been together ever since but none of us knew her yet, not really.


She’d been unsure of us, I felt, and Fin was a little nervous of introducing her to Estelle and Hamish. I thought if we were warm and welcoming it would have to go well but since we’d arrived here she could not disguise her spiky dislike of all of us. Hamish was too loud. Estelle was too tired and should give up yoga. The girls got too much screen time and their diet was all wrong. I ‘sat badly’ and snored like a pig.


When we first met I expected us to get on great. She’s very cool. She talks as if she’s thinking in Italian and translating as she goes, which makes even the most banal comment seem epic and final.


NOW IS THE HOUR WHEN WE SEEK THE CHILDREN.


SWEATERS ARE FINE IF WEATHER IS COLD.


She’s small and very proud of her figure. I’ve heard her tell at least ten people that she has a fifty-five-centimetre waist. She wears tight tops and jackets over flared skirts to emphasise this, platform shoes and her black hair in a high ponytail.


My girls loved her because she looks like a pop star which made me think that she was interesting and fun, that we’d get on well. It wasn’t to be. Maybe I’m not interesting and fun. Sofia thought I was a tiresome idiot who had tricked her into coming on this shit holiday, made Fin do boring work things and objected loudly to my daughters dressing like paedo bait.


Sofia and Fin were having a fractious time. She wanted him to come downstairs and do some resistance thing with bands and he wanted to keep reading his paperback.


‘Exercise is good for anxiety,’ she said, looking around the room for a stray gaze to lock on.


‘I’m just reading,’ said Fin, keeping his face in his book.


Judging a couple’s relationship is easy when you’re single. It’s fun as well. I like it. I was the only single adult on that holiday and watching them skirmishing made me feel good about that.


Sofia caught my eye. Her face tightened. ‘Fin suffers from anorexia,’ she announced.


Fin’s eating issues are pretty well known. He used to be a pop star, has a big beard and a lot of blond hair, worn as a neat mane. He looks like an uptight Viking. After being outed online when he was really struggling – ‘You Won’t Believe What Fin Cohen Looks Like Now’ – he’s open about it, has discussed it on social media. It’s always there, the anxiety, the low hum of it, but it isn’t the most interesting thing about him and we’d known each other intimately for two years at this point. I didn’t really need to be told that by Sofia but I sucked it up.


‘Right?’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘So: it’s an anxiety problem. Exercise is good for that.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes.’


My eyes must have rolled up of their own accord because I was looking at her, then I wasn’t and then she was very angry with me.


‘What do you know about anorexia, Anna?’


I regretted doing that, it was unkind and she was already feeling unwelcome. I thought I should say something positive. ‘Well, a lot less than you, I suspect.’


‘Yes,’ said Sofia, smiling down as she flattened the skirt on her knees, ‘I have had eating issues in my own past, of course w–’


I just couldn’t listen to her any more and stood up. ‘Hey, girls, come and set the table for dinner, please.’


They moaned until I threatened to confiscate the iPad.


‘You can have it back as soon as you’re finished.’


They scampered off to the kitchen.


‘Fin, can I show you something about work?’


Fin nodded eagerly and tried to stand up but Sofia grabbed his thigh and asked, ‘What is it?’


‘Just a DM.’


‘Fin spends too much time at work. It’s always taking him away.’ She jutted her chin defiantly at me.


Fin looked at the floor.


‘Sofia,’ said Hamish without looking up, ‘let the man go.’


She tipped her head and considered his request.


‘Vacations are important for mental health,’ she said and looked at Fin as if he was on a weekend pass from a locked ward.


‘Let them work.’


She respects Hamish and his booming voice. He’s a lawyer and can deliver a line with authority. She relinquished her hostage and Fin leapt up, dropping his book to the floor.


We sat at the corner of the dining table as the girls came from the kitchen with cutlery and a stack of plates and I showed him the WBGrates message. I gave him my airpods, and pressed play.


He was watching Lisa walk through the woods, his mouth open, eyes soft and interested. Sofia’s chin landed on his shoulder. She had dragged a chair up behind him and smiled at me, at him, at the screen.


Fin stabbed pause.


‘I’ll watch too.’ She smiled and kissed his cheek. Then she smiled at me, implicating me, somehow.


I shrugged at Fin. Fin half blinked.


‘Sofia, can I show you later?’


‘No, no, no, no.’ Pouting, she flapped her fingers to her palms, asking for an airpod like a toddler demanding a biscuit. ‘Lemme watch, lemme watch.’


Fin gave her an earbud and she fitted it, resting her chin on his shoulder again as she wrapped her arms around his torso.


I sighed. Hamish sighed. I think the children may have even sighed. He would not stand up to her in any way, shape or form and so we couldn’t either.


It was exhausting.


Fin and Sofia watched the rest of Lisa’s film as I sat holding the phone up for them. She kept flashing triumphant little stabbing smiles at me and I was counting the hours awake until this holiday was over.


Fin was very into the film. He jumped at one point and I glanced at the screen. It was the unsafe stairs he was watching. He smiled back at Lisa when the dust shower stopped. I watched him be surprised by the secret door, crane to see what Lisa was seeing. It was fun, watching him watching, guessing at the scene on the screen.


The girls finished setting the table and scampered off. Fin finished the film and sat back smiling.


‘Why’s she breaking into houses?’ I asked.


‘It’s urbex,’ he said. ‘Urban exploring. It’s a thing people do.’


I showed him the catalogue entry. ‘The WBGrates message says she didn’t take it but why shouldn’t she take it? If it was just left there?’


‘It’s a basic principle of urban exploring.’


I thought that was a bit naive but didn’t want to say, so I just asked if he remembered a message from Lisa. Came a year or so ago, I think? He didn’t remember it either.


I went back to the film, to screenshot some links Lisa had included at the end, but it was gone. The film had been taken down. All of Lisa’s films had been taken down and her Instagram account had been frozen. I googled her name. She had been missing for a week. Police were searching for her.


I looked at Fin and muttered, ‘You know, I could pootle up the road to Glasgow and find out what she said in the email? I could be back by morning.’


‘Good idea,’ said Sofia, brightening and sitting up.


Fin held my eye, steady, fierce. ‘You running away?’


‘Not “running away”. I’d be back tomorrow.’


But I was thinking how glorious it would be to be away on my own, in the car, without the tensions and the moods and the Sofia.


Fin was irritated. I knew he thought I was deluded, that I didn’t know it yet but I wouldn’t come back tomorrow. He was wrong. I did know. I wasn’t coming back.


‘It’s very windy out there,’ he said. ‘Probably not safe to drive out over the headland in this storm.’


‘I think you should go, Anna, I think this is your new mystery!’ Sofia’s voice was loud and shrill. She really, really wanted me to leave.


‘Oi, Sofia,’ said Hamish languidly, ‘your voice is very loud.’


She spun to him. ‘You’re rude!’ She didn’t sound especially offended, just loud and angry.


‘Keep it down. You’ll either wake the baby or blow the windows out.’


Just then Estelle came out of the kitchen carrying the lasagne and a vegan version and everyone in the house came over to the table.


We ate. The food was very welcome and stodgy and comforting. The wine flowed and a warm smell of garlic bread wafted around us, whipped up by the breezes coming from the rattling windows. Sofia told us all how and why the lasagne wasn’t good or authentic and about possibly every other lasagne she had eaten in her life. I wasn’t drinking because I was nursing the delicious possibility of leaving. And the mood between Sofia and me was getting worse.


She was keen for me to go and brought it up several times over dinner in the guise of praising my work ethic and my driving, wondering if my roof was surviving in all this wind, talking about other podcasters and how much bigger their listenership was than ours. But the bald antipathy was mutual now. I was annoyed at the morbid amount of attention she paid to what Fin was eating, noticed that she rarely started a sentence with anything but the word ‘I’ and that one of her eyes was higher than the other. Yes, I was clutching at straws. She wasn’t really that bad.


‘Look,’ I announced to the table, ‘I know this isn’t much fun. As soon as the storm dies down let’s all just go home. What do you say?’


It was a measure of how fraught things were that for a beat pause no one said anything until Lizzie let off a tiny, high-pitched cheer and everyone laughed.


That should have been it. It would be over soon, and there needn’t be any hard feelings.


But that wasn’t it.


Sofia was even angrier now. She became sulky and sullen. Then she interrupted Estelle talking about a yoga instructor to tell a story at high volume about how her childhood was unhappy because she was always made to sit still. Girls were not encouraged to do sport. The story was met with a distinct lack of sympathy.


‘This was sad for me. I was a depressed child.’


Hamish muttered, ‘Feel better: bore everyone else.’


Even the girls thought that rude.


‘Well, for God’s sake.’ He waved a hand dismissively. ‘If you’re complaining about it to a casual dinner table of relative strangers, your childhood probably wasn’t that bad. I was sent to boarding school at nine. My parents didn’t even like me enough to have me in their house.’


‘No, Hamish,’ said Sofia, defensive and reddening about the eyes, ‘you know we say, “Two in distress makes sorrow the less.” My sadness doesn’t take away from yours and it’s unkind of you to make that point.’


‘Well, what I’m saying –’ Hamish’s voice was slightly too loud and I realised then that he’d had quite a lot of wine – ‘is: consider your audience before you start bloody moaning. Other people have been through things too.’


Estelle turned towards Hamish, shoulders so square, that it was more than just listening but a wordless way of telling him to calm down. She’s good for him. Better than I ever was.


‘I mean, ONCE,’ bawled Hamish, in a voice so loud we all leaned back a little, ‘I was walking with a client who’d got out of Libya and made it across the Mediterranean Sea in an inflatable dinghy and we met this creature I know who talked at us for ten minutes about the absolute hell he went through commuting on the M25 every day. What I’m saying is think about who’s listening before you start your stupid sob story.’ He picked up his wine glass and kind of gestured in my direction for reasons that were not clear. ‘Because, I promise you, you never want anyone to feel about you the way I felt about that man that day. Ever. Man was a complete arsehole.’


Lizzie was gleeful at the use of the swear word. Jess tutted. We all ate in silence for a while.


‘Ah!’ said Sofia, pointing at me as if she had just realised what was going on. ‘I see! Because Anna was gang-raped?’


Both of my daughters dropped their cutlery and looked up, first at Sofia, then at me.


Jess was ashen. Lizzie was puzzled. I wondered if she knew what the R-word meant. She tipped her head, I could see her re-hearing it, wondering if it was a swear word, but then looking at Fin and at Jess and she knew this: it was not something you wanted to hear about your mum.


Sofia sort of smirked. ‘Sorry, is that…? Sorry. It’s public though… everyone knows.’


Hamish stared at her, unblinking. ‘Shut your fucking mouth.’


Lizzie squeaked.


‘Hamish…’ said Estelle quietly, putting a hand on his arm.


Panicking, I tried to distract them with a story. ‘I saw a film today that would take your breath away,’ I said cheerfully, and then described Lisa’s film, trying to make it so dramatic that they’d forget what Sofia had said. I did a good job but at the end, as the girls were asking what was in the box and wouldn’t Lisa get in trouble for going into someone else’s house, Sofia spoke loudly over them to ask Fin,


‘I said a thing wrong? But everyone knows this already.’ She had a spiteful glint in her eye. ‘No? The newspapers were full of this story. Everyone knows this.’


Jess made a sound in her throat. Lizzie looked at her dad.


Fin stood up. ‘What I know for certain,’ he said to the girls, ‘is that Lisa Lee did not steal that silver box and put it up for auction. Now: I have never met her or spoken to her. Will I tell you how I absolutely know that for certain?’


Jess blinked and muttered, ‘Yes.’


I knew then that she knew I’d been raped. She knew I’d made the allegations and then run away. She knew. She must have heard it from someone, at school, on the internet, maybe one of the vicious snark-blogs about me that said I’d made it up for money or attention, that I deserved it, that I was a lying bitch. But she didn’t ask me about it and she was shielding Lizzie. I didn’t want them to know these things could happen to girls, to me, to them. They deserved so much better. I wanted to fold in on the stain of me.


‘Is it wrong, what I said?’ Sofia asked me, a smile twitching at the corner of her mouth.


I was shaken and couldn’t speak, but I didn’t need to. Fin was suddenly talking, telling the girls how urbex started with storms and Gary Warne.


It was a kindness, the effort he put into telling us that story. He told it to distract us all from our painful present, to make us feel good and forget ourselves for a short while, so we could come back to tend our wounds, refreshed.


It was a story about fear and the big storm that hit San Francisco in 1977.


This became episode one of Death and the Dana, Season II: The Bloody Casket. If you didn’t listen to it at the time it’s worth imagining the narration in Trina Keany’s softly growling timbre and lilting south London accent.
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“Mina is superbly talented—witty, original, and a mastermind of mystery.”
—HANK PHILLIPPI RYAN
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