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June 1985
There was a dead woman hanging from the tree.
Harrison assumed it was a woman, at least. The body was too bloated to be sure. His assumption was based on her attire. Harrison could see the scuffs of her knee highs from his angle below her. She was so high up; he wondered how she got there.
He could see her close enough to tell her stomach had expanded and started to tear at the top of her skirt, which had been bunched up her legs the more her body bloated. The sparkles and studs reflected in the sunlight that peaked through the trees.
One could go mad in that forest. It was so shrouded with trees that the sunlight could only leak through the cracks.
The police never identified her. They had not seemed to care. They had seen her clothes, the short skirt, the matching top with the peaking red bra straps, and presumed her a woman from the street corner. Or a girl who made a few too many bad decisions, drank too much and wandered too far down the road.
She hung limp from the tree branch, which dipped slightly with the weight of the decaying body tugging from it. Her skin was waxy, a foaming substance tracking down her face. Harrison could still hear the squelching sound of the crows pecking out her eyes.
He remembered the thud she made when they cut her down. There had been no way to get her down with dignity. But perhaps she had already lost that long ago. They let her drop to the dirt, and he heard her bones snap with the force of it.
The closer he got, he noticed the bulging eyes, bloodied and half eaten, the redness of her face, and bloodshot vessels branched out like spiderwebs.
There was something off. Something nagging at him, like a fly buzzing next to your ear. He could feel it, a chill down his spine. He never got rid of that feeling. That he wasn’t alone in those woods.
Harrison’s stomach had not stopped churning since he found her that morning. It had been just a normal day, wandering the same route he had the day before, tracking the same footsteps, when he’d come to the clearing blooming with wildflowers, and he had heard that awful squelching sound.
He frowned, his eyes burning as he looked upon the heaped-up woman.
The policeman who had arrived first sidled up next to him and patted him on the back. Harrison was agitated with the casualness Samuel had in the face of something so hideous, but he supposed a police officer would be a little desensitised to such things.
He grunted when Sam offered him a bite of his doughnut, resenting the man for being so cavalier.
Though it did not take much for Harrison to be annoyed with Sam. They didn’t much like one another.
‘It’s just a suicide, Harry. We get em’ all the time ‘round here’ Samuel was the only one to ever call him Harry. It was not his name. He preferred Harrison, but Samuel never listened.
‘I hunt, Samuel, I know how to tell when meat has turned.’
‘She’s not meat, Harry.’ Sam replied bitterly, looking at him with a sour expression.
‘This woman wasn’t here last night.’ Harrison muttered to him.
Of course, Sam wouldn’t listen. Sam rarely cared about anything but himself.
‘Sam! Would you please just listen?’ he burst out.
Samuel practically snarled, his features contorting into an ugly sneer.
‘I am in charge, Harry! I say it was suicide, so, it’s a fucking suicide!’ he bellowed, the frustration coming straight from his chest.
He knew Sam, and he knew he was not in charge. The man was desperate for a promotion from beat cop, and getting this job done and finding someone more interesting to arrest was more important.
A chill trickled down Harrison’s spine. He darted his eyes about the forest, watching through the trees for anything that might be watching him.
This forest no longer felt beautiful. It did not feel like the haven it had once been to Harrison.
Sam sighed, unbaling his fists and cracking his neck. He leaned against the tree, all anger gone, replaced by his casual despondency.
‘You probably just missed her on your route. Got mixed around and missed a chunk of trees, it ain’t your fault, Harry.’
Harrison had not felt at fault, that was not his point.
This woman’s death was not on his hands, and he disliked Samuel for implying he might have thought so.
He had been thinking that this woman had not been here last night, because Harrison was certain he had been. He knew his route. He never missed it.
This woman was not here last night, and she had been dead for days. Harrison was certain.
He had spent the three years since college wandering the forest, and he had seen the trail of deer left in the wake of bears. He had seen the fresh kills, and the carcasses left to rot for days. He knew death.
‘That isn’t what I meant, Sam.’ He growled, his eyes finding the woman again as men in white gloves lifted her to a metal table.
When they lifted her, Harrison watched as a single rose petal fell from her skirt pocket.
He lifted his feet, moving against every ounce of will, to get a step closer.
The closer he got, the worse the smell. The putrid stench of dead flesh stuck itself down his throat like fingers. His throat spasmed as his mouth filled with bile, but he forced it away and took more steps closer.
When he reached the spot where her body had fallen, he picked up the rose between one finger and thumb, holding it aloft for Samuel to see.
He only looked bored, but Harrison was sure.
‘This wasn’t suicide, Sam.’
‘It’s a petal, Harry. So, it got caught in her pocket, maybe she thought it were pretty. How the hell would I know.’
Sam grunted, pushed himself off the tree, tossed aside his half-eaten doughnut to the bushes and caught up with other men in uniforms.
‘Sam!’ Harrison yelled, crumpling the petal in his fist.
He watched the people trundle away, the men in gloves covering the dead woman’s face with a black tarp.
He stood rooted to the ground, his feet melting with the roots, until he was just as much a part of the forest as the trees.
He shouted for Sam again, but he just walked away.
‘This isn’t suicide, Sam! I’m telling you now!’ He screamed.
A sort of aggression filled him, and he began to foam at the mouth like a rabid dog, like the woman’s body, excreting fluids from his nostrils, his rage dripping down his face. He spat and cried and wailed against those who ignored his voice. Nobody cared to hear him. His voice was lost in the trees.
Sam did not listen.
No one did.
Harrison snapped his neck back to glare at the tree, where a big, white X was scratched in chalk. A grave. Memorial. Something he would never forget.
He would never forget that woman, but soon her face would blur into the rest of them, her X would become one of hundreds, and her rose petal would rot away with the rest.
But Harrison knew one thing then.
Dead women don’t hang themselves.
-
June 2015.
The job title for forest ranger never detailed that he would be cutting bodies down from the trees on the daily, but here Harrison was, on his morning route, with his third body of the day, balanced on a tree branch, his garden sheers at the ready.
He leaned over further and cut through the rope.
The body slumped to the trolley with a thud, landing on the pile with the other two.
He chucked the sheers back in his backpack, tossed it over both shoulders and grappled his way down. His knees cracked, his hands throbbing with pain as he fumbled his way down the tree. He was getting too old for this.
When he landed back on the ground, he grabbed the stick of chalk from his pocket and scratched another X over the last one. He’d lost count of how many there were now. The letters varied in size, but they were scattered across the bark like fungus, a mould growing and spreading as time wore on.
He tucked it back away inside his trousers. Then he was off, heaving up the trolley and pushing it over the uneven footing.
There was an incinerator built at the back of the forest; it was made for burning trees. Harrison had it altered years ago so he could burn the bodies. No one else came to find them. They would overrun the morgue in town, and they got sick of holding them. The town got sick of paying for unmarked graves. The bodies usually left notes but no ID, so they got sent to the incinerator. Most did not want to be identified.
Harrison had found that the best way to move them was the trolley. He couldn’t drag them by the rope, it hurt his hands, and usually, it tore their heads off. Same for pulling them by the limbs. He couldn’t carry them individually. At some point, they had become too frequent. They began to pile up, and Harrison had decided to use the trolley that was meant to carry wood for the log burner.
It was effective. It was also heavy.
Harrison felt the sharp corners of the Polaroids digging into his thigh from his pocket.
He took photographs of the bodies before he cut them down. He checked their pockets for identification, letters and anything else. He never found the rose petals anymore. He hadn’t found another since 1988 when the murders had stopped.
Over time, they had become real suicides. The deaths had brought attention, and then it brought news crews. Then they brought people wanting to be famous when they died. Instead, they became a name on a long list of dead. Criminals, locals, and people from across the country came to die. But the suicide had stopped the murders. Or at least, they’d stopped them from being left in the forest.
They also stopped Harrison from leaving the forest.
He never left anymore. He lived in the cabin lodge at the back of a clearing.
The forest itself became a graveyard. Not in the literal sense, there were no tombstones, but it became a burial ground. It was a town of ash. The incinerated ones mixed in with the earth. The dead became the land. The flowers stopped blossoming. The trees grew inwards as if to shield the world from the hideousness of it all.
Harrison trundles through the same path he has walked for thirty years.
He follows the very same route, a small hollow carved by his feet within the mud.
He knew where the roots sprouted and where was safe to push his trolley through.
He knew he looked monstrous, like a homeless man pushing along his cart full of crap, he pushed along his dead. His beard had grown wild and unruly, his hair the same, it was so long now that he could see the greys that had grown down to his neck. It was matted to his head, his beard tangled and untamed. He felt as wild as the forest ground. His uniform was blood-stained and carried around a stench that Harrison had long stopped noticing.
With only the dead for company, he hadn’t thought much about his appearance, and when he did, he could not find it in himself to care.
Once he came to the incinerator, he parked his trolley by the hatch. One by one, he heaped the bodies inside, shut the door on them and lit the fire.
The first time he had done this; he had felt almost sick to his stomach. He had taken the photographs and pillaged their pockets for rose petals, but when he had only found a suicide letter, he could not bring himself to read it. Instead, he folded the photograph up inside the letter, brought it to his lodge and pinned it to the wall beside the line of polaroids and petals. Only one did not have a photograph. It was just the rose petal pinned to the wall. Harrison had not known then that this would never end.
He set back on his way to the lodge. It was not far from the incinerator. The fire was what had kept him warm most nights. It was what had kept his power running.
On his trudge back, he could have sworn he heard the scuffed wheels of a tyre. But he must have imagined it because nothing living ever came around these parts anymore. Perhaps it was just another body on its way to a tree, but they usually came while he was sleeping. He never saw them alive; he only collected them once they had passed.
Harrison Stoley had spent the better part of his life surrounded by death. He had made that choice a long time ago. He had spent decades counting bodies, seeing more dead than living.
Harrison knew death like a neighbour. It often sat on his front porch, asking for a packet of sugar. He greeted it in the mornings with a handsome smile and a cup of joe.
He saw death’s bony claws scratching out of the dirt in spindly twigs, grappling for someone to grab by the ankle and tear down into the festering earth.
Harrison blinked against the early morning sun peaking over the roof of his lodging cabin, his eyes straining in the light, and he went deadly still when he saw a smudge against the horizon.
In one quick swing, he grasped the shotgun propped against the fence and set for aim.
His eyesight had begun to fail him in his old age, but the only things that moved in this forest anymore were predators. It was only him and the dead out here, and the dead didn’t move. The creatures only came to devour the carcasses hanging like trickling, juicy pork from a butcher’s string. He would not be the mouse, toyed with like live prey on a catstring. Let them take the dead ones or get on. The smudge moved frantically, as Harrison pulled the butt of the gun tight against his shoulder, squinting his left eye shut to aim.
It grew bigger and more frantic as it swarmed toward him.
For a moment it almost seemed to twist and writhe like a living swarm, breathing and battling to get to him, vibrating with rage as it called out for him.
He debated it for a moment, his eye squeezed shut, the other parallel to the barrel. He debated what would be to happen should he drop his defence. Let the animal kill him. Let the starving hounds tear away his flesh. Leave him to rot with the rest of them.
The closer it got, the more defined the shape became.
The louder its screams.
‘Mister Stoley! Mister Stoley!’ It taunted him.
Harrison’s eye twitched, his finger itching to pull the trigger.
It wasn’t an animal. Just a different kind of predator.
Reporters. The kind that swarmed and snatched up a kill in its claws and tore it to pieces. Just as fearful as any animal.
Harrison still did not lower the gun.
It had been years since he’d spoken to another person
Part of him wished he could pull the trigger on them. Nobody would notice. They’d just be another in a long list of forgotten in the suicide forest.
He could kill them and nobody would ever know. He’d been around the dead too long to have any sympathy for the living.
Harrison stood with his feet rooted to the ground in the too-familiar groove of earth outside his port lodge, his finger itching over the trigger. A shiver trembled over his spine at the thought of killing them. Let that final sliver of sanity snap. Let him be what everyone believes. He startled himself out of it when they came fully into view.
When they were close enough that Harrison could see them clearly, he noticed the man similarly aimed at him, a twisted reflection, like those in carnivals. One eye pinched closed, his weapon aimed right at him.
A goddamn camera.
A fucking news crew.
Harrison gritted his teeth and lowered his gun. Surrender to the swarm and they’ll leave you be. A bee will only sting when provoked.
Don’t provoke the bees, Harry.
‘Mr. Stoley. Could we ask you some questions?’ The woman broke off from the hive, and Harrison took her in slowly. He took his time, analysing her like a carcass.
The woman smiled at him with a wide, eager grin that unsettled him, but he noticed the slight pink stain on her front tooth, a smudge from her lipstick that was coated on just as thickly as the rest of her makeup. The bodies didn’t usually have makeup, but this one was coated in it, like the lead of a pantomime, glistening in the spotlights. She had a slender neck, draped in heavy pearls and metal chains. Her pencil skirt clung to her hips too tightly and bunched around her waist at the dip in her stomach, matching coloured heels sinking into the dirt.
She was dressed for show, not for the woodlands.
Unlike Harrison, who always wore the same boots and forest ranger outfit. He knew he stunk of body odour and death, but he never saw anybody living so what did he care? He washed his costume in the stream behind the lodge once a week, but Harrison had little care for hygiene anymore. By the end of the day, he was swimming in maggots, and carving up rabbit hides, letting the blood stains stick. Inevitability.
The reporter lady fidgeted under his scrutiny, but he kept on his perusal unperturbed. Harrison paid no attention to the fact that they awaited an answer. He was not going to provide one either way, but he let himself stare while he thought about how he was going to get rid of these blasted breathers. He didn’t like the noise anymore; it scraped against his nerves. He’d grown accustomed to the silence that death leaves behind. He did not hear birds chirp around much anymore, and usually, when he did, it was the screech of something pecking away at the meat, rather than the chipper songs of morning.
He did not care for company. He did not care for reporters. He did not care for them interrupting his day.
The cameraman wore all black, and his face was obscured by the camera he peeked through. There was one other man, his arms in the air as he held a stick aloft with a tuft of fur at the end, hanging over the camera lens. He was similarly decked out in black.
A wall was raised between them. Harrison and the bodies were on one side, and these reporters were on the other. They lived in a land of a future Harrison had never seen. They lived in the world, free of death, free of suicide and decay. They were free. Harrison lived amongst bodies. He swam in the underground of the graveyard, the only one breathing.
He cocked his head at them, assessing how to go about this. He had met reporters before. For the first couple of years, this forest had been a goldmine for them, but they slowly stopped giving a damn. They typically avoided him these days anyway. But this one looked eager and young. Though her makeup had begun to gather in the creases of her mouth. He contemplated raising his gun again, and firing, but just above their heads to scare them away. But they’d be back. Possibly with police. He wanted to avoid the damn police. Especially Sam.
The woman spoke with a slight southern lilt, and if they’d come that far down for a story, this one would not leave until she got it.
He let his gun go, resting it back against the porch. The reporter breathed a sigh of relief, but the cameramen remained utterly still, like cutouts, devoid of any humanity. They were props for her, he gathered. They only smiled at him, sickening grins that made his stomach turn. One of them was a man he could almost recognise. A bearded man with gleaming teeth and a face that poked at a memory he could not place. He smiled, but his eyes were fixed, stuck in a sort of shade he felt in himself.
‘Mister Stoley, we have a couple of questions. Could we possibly interview you?’
Harrison grunted, opening his mouth to speak.
It took a moment, his voice box so unused it was wax-sealed shut. His throat scratched, his own voice unfamiliar and broken it was almost hard to understand himself. He was surprised he even remembered how to. It had been years since he had uttered a word, he was not sure why he chose to do so now.
‘I don’t talk to no reporters.’ He growled and the woman’s eyebrows dipped, her neck jerking a little as if she had not expected him to speak like a human, but to bark like a dog.
‘Well, Mister Stoley, we aren’t reporters, we’re vloggers!’ she grinned and raised her hands with false joy.
Harrison’s upper lip curled with annoyance. He did not know what that was, and he did not care.
‘Mister Stoley?’ the woman said uncertainly.
She was losing her composure.
‘ain’t nothin’ but dead round here. The living don’t belong.’ Harrison stepped closer and the hive flinched back.
‘But you’re alive, sir.’ The woman muttered, her voice wavering.
Harrison just shook his head, cocked it to the side and slithered ever so closer.
The reporter raised a hand to touch her hair and Harrison watched it tremble.
His eyes flickered over her shoulder and caught on another blur, but this one was lumped on the ground.
Harrison burst forth with more energy than he had exuded in years.
The woman screeched like the crows, and it sent a flock of birds flapping away from the trees.
Harrison rushed forward, his whole body protesting, his heart racing in his throat.
Excitement filled him, a tingling fear and dread bubbling up his chest.
He reached the body, perfectly splayed out on the ground.
A dead woman, her clothes tight and skimpy. Low rise shorts that cut off above her thighs, a see-through shirt with a red strappy bra and matching kitten heals.
The woman was a grotesque seduction in death. She had the beauty of a modern woman, with teased-up hair in waves, bloody red lips, and pretty blue eyes. She was everything a man wanted a woman to be, but her skin was tinged green and puffed out like pastry. Around the clothes, it spilled over like overfilled muffins rising in the oven.
Harrison was attracted by it all. Not the beauty, or the hair, or what used to be a womanly shape. No, he was attracted by the dead. He was drawn by her waxy flesh, the bruised and mottled purple shade of her skin, and the white foam that gathered from her nostrils.
He was intrigued by it all. It repulsed him in the same way it drew him in because Harrison knew this woman had long been dead. Just like the others. 
Had been dead for days by the look of things.
Her wrists were slit, but there was no blood pouring from them. Instead, there sat rose petals bursting from her skin, tucked inside the wounds, bloody and wilting.
He could feel the people at his back, murmuring and recording, but Harrison just pulled out his camera, snapped a Polaroid and watched it print.
Anticipation flooding his system, he rummaged through her tight pockets only to find a note that read:
I’m back.






Critical Commentary
With this portfolio, I have used the crime novel idea I had begun in class. With this piece, I aimed to experiment with something out of my usual range and style. I used what was learned in class, such as experimenting with focalisation and plotting out the novel idea using the three-act structure hand out to properly structure my thought process. In this essay I will reflect on the writing process, critical reflections, what I believe went well, and what I could improve upon.
Originally, I found it challenging to plot a crime idea that worked, until I remembered an event from a few years ago, involving a youtuber who posted some controversial videos of the Aokigahara forest in Japan, which is a known location for suicides, and the youtuber filmed himself finding a body. So, I experimented on this idea, but added the crime aspect of it, by making the first of these suicides a murder. I began by creating a basic planned lay out of the story using the three-act structure. I shared this idea with other students from the class and received positive feedback on the idea, and I discussed how I could apply what I learned in class, to what I was writing.
There were also several aspects where I used my knowledge gained from previous lectures, by experimenting with character’s diction in their dialogue, by making their speech sound more accented. I tried to use a lot of sensory imagery to relate to the deaths to create an environment the reader could be immersed in. I took what I learned from the crime section of this module, by using a ‘non-detective’ as the main narrator in the section written for the portfolio, a character who has been developing evidence and a solid documented case of each death. However, later in the story, I would also introduce a more unreliable voice named Sam, who would be considered the ‘flawed detective’. His motives would all be in the wrong place and he would be an unreliable narrator in the sense of him being deluded and insane. Him and Harrison will act as each other’s foils throughout the stories, as they will reflect each other’s worst qualities, and Harrison will be the ‘non-detective’ who discovers the murderer, while the actual detective is revealed to be the murderer. There will be other suspects that come into play throughout the novel, but for the extract written, I wanted to focus on Harrison’s character development and setting the scene to give the reader a good sense of the environment they are placed in.
I also experimented with internal focalisation using Harrison’s perspective. I wanted to use the third person because I could use a more objective view on the character, as both are meant to be unreliable and I can use the third person to hold certain pieces of information back from the reader until the right time, for example, I wanted a close third person, so the narrator could see inside of characters’ heads, but still hold parts back, such as the character of Sam, we would see his perspective, but I wanted him to be the murderer and by using third person I could tease that out a little more, and by using duel narration and the close third person narrator, who is able to see into both of their heads, I can time the change in perspective right so as to not implicate Sam as a suspect too early on and instead portray him as a ‘flawed detective’ with the potential for a redemption arc. I wanted to use the focalisation of Sam and Harrison to lead the reader into believing their characters are heading into separate directions, such as Sam improving and Harrison devolving into madness, when really, it’s the opposite way around, and there will be a dramatic twist later in the novel.
I also began to explain a credible motive that is sort of lightly touched upon in the beginning of the extract, when the character Sam yells ‘I am in charge!’. I will later develop his back story to explain a more psychological reasoning for his motive. I will explain Sam’s reasoning for murdering is a lack of control within his own life, a small-town detective who feels overlooked, which is a left-over insecurity from his childhood. However, his reasoning for murdering in the second half, set in the year 2015, is more to do with a need for attention. He no longer kills and attempts to hide it, instead his killings become more set up on display, and thrive in the media attention. This would be because while he still feels overlooked, he felt he lost control when the staged suicides attracted the real suicides, and he felt that the killings no longer brought the thrill they had before because he as losing control again. And so his reason for killing the second time around would be because he is bored of his job in the small town, and he feels that need for the thrill again, so when the media catches wind of his killings, and they bring attention to his job, he feels like he can control the situation again from both sides, as the detective, and as the killer. It’s a power play for him. I spent a lot of time and research on serial killers to determine a plausible motive, but I also had to consider opportunity. I decided to make his victims young women, who are presumed to have been prostitutes or homeless women, people Sam could have easily gotten into his car and would likely not be noticed if they were to go missing, but also people who are likely to be victims of suicide. He chose his victims by how easy they would be to control, not by any other reasoning than opportunity. I chose the first couple of chapters for my portfolio extract because I could showcase the subtle set up for later on in the story, such as introducing his brand of victim, a plausible reason for the murder, set up the characters who would be the ‘detectives’ of the story, as well as other potential suspects, such as the older cameraman who just so happens to arrive at the time the next body is found, and who Harrison vaguely recognises.
I felt that this extract well sets up the rest of the story to come, and I feel I applied a lot of what I learned from ‘Popular Fiction’, however I found myself slipping into writing horror more than crime. I typically write quite dark stories, which is why I did not choose the fantasy option for the portfolio work, as I feel I would not have gained much from writing something so familiar. However, having written the crime story, I feel I have learned and broadened my own style of writing. In future I could improve my work by sharing it with more people and being more open to feedback, as I only shared it with a select few, who gave helpful tips and questions. However, overall, I felt this piece went well.

