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To Craig, my wonderful husband, 
who this book is not about.




Part One

FLESH

In the earliest stages of decomposition, the body will undergo a process called algor mortis, where its temperature will drop until it reaches that of its surroundings. Next, rigor mortis develops: a stiffening of the muscles and limbs. Livor mortis will also occur, with blood collecting in the side of the body that is closest to the ground.




2022

Everyone says how lucky she is. And for a while, she believes it.

Right after he asks, when he’s gone to clean the tiramisu off his shirt, two old women shuffle over to Bea’s table. False teeth click on each syllable. Chains of pearls hang from their necks. They’re the first of the well-wishers. The first to congratulate her on her transformation.

‘Lucky girl, lucky girl,’ they say.

They’re a kind of old that’s difficult for her to comprehend. They’re a riddle she can’t crack, a piece of indecipherable code, a cryptic with no clue. She struggles to contextualise them – to give them depth and richness of experience, or even to put them into the same trajectory of life that she’s on. There’s so much time between them and her, and she can’t bridge the gap. Sometimes Bea tries to imagine herself as an elderly woman, but her brain never lets her see herself clearly. The woman she pictures is normal from a distance, though as she tries to focus on the features, the details, the face distorts into incomprehensible soup. It becomes like a picture created by AI, if you fed it the term ‘old lady’ and asked it to draw. All plastic, programming and uncanny valley – human, yet also startlingly not quite right.

Bea is sure that her mind has the capacity to imagine old age authentically, but there’s something in the way. As she listens to them prattle away, she searches her brain but finds nothing. No answer as to why she has kept the mental image tucked away, under a mattress or up on a high shelf.

That’s not for now, her subconscious says, probably wisely. No one needs to know what it’s like. Becoming like that. Nearly dead.

‘Congratulations,’ the elderly women say in unison.

‘Thanks.’

One of them talks, and as she talks, she flashes a green glob between her dentures. It’s a bulb of broccoli, clenched like a fist. She wears her sparse wisps of white hair in tight ringlets, close to her skull, with patches of speckled skin peeking through. A silk scarf is draped over her shoulders, covered in a pattern of fruit, which tumbles down the fabric. Her voice is soft, so Bea can’t make out much of what she says, but hears her finish with:

‘You’ll make a lovely bride.’

Bride is Bea’s new identity, gained only moments before. She wants to examine this label. To turn it over in her head. To excavate it. To ask how this word – this type of woman that she now is – fits with the person she has been up until now. But she’s in the middle of a restaurant, and these old women are hovering around trying to talk to her, and there’s no time to think.

‘It was a beautiful proposal too,’ the old lady says.

‘Yes, so lovely,’ the other adds. ‘It’ll certainly be a story to tell the grandchildren.’

Jake, her boyfriend – no, her fiancé – was so nervous when he got down on one knee that he knocked into their table, sending the bottle of wine toppling over and his bowl of barely eaten tiramisu across his chest. Then Bea was briefly blinded by a flash. He had arranged for a photographer to be positioned outside the restaurant, lurking voyeuristically in some bushes, ready to capture the moment. And what a moment it was. Jake continued his speech without faltering, ignoring the splattered pudding, the ruined shirt, the frantic waiters, the red wine glugging out of the bottle and seeping into the white table linen.

He started with We’ve only been together for just over a year and then she doesn’t remember what he said after that. In the chaos of it all, she must’ve said yes, because now there’s a huge ring on her finger. It sits there, alien, like she’s grown an extra limb, a barnacle, a lump.

Without asking, one of the old ladies grabs Bea’s hand and pulls it, holding it an inch away from her face.

‘Stunning,’ she whispers, ‘so unusual.’

‘It’s a family heirloom.’

Bea’s seen the ring a few times. She first noticed it in a photo online, back in the early days of their relationship, in the limbo period before she and Jake were even termed a couple. Scrolling and scrolling, she’d hunted for the red flags – a secret wife, a secret baby, some not-so-secret beliefs in far-right conspiracies. There weren’t any. But he didn’t post much, so she’d delved deeper, going back years, slipping down into the rabbit hole of his tagged photos, dredging up his history. Amid the volleyball, the coffees, the nights out and the carefully prepared dinners, there were some pictures of Jake at a big family party. The kind of party Bea’s family could never have thrown purely on a numbers basis. He had at least twenty cousins. They were all rough-and-tumbling together, playing football, drinking beer, dressed in almost identical beige chinos and pastel shirts. In one of the photos, he sat with his mother behind him, her hands on his shoulders. On her finger was the ring.

Something about it was familiar. Bea was sure she’d seen it somewhere before. Months later, as she was wandering through an exhibition at the Museum of London that she’d been to several times, she spotted a small Merovingian finger ring dating back to Imperial Rome. The two rings were similar, with the same heavy brassy band and clover-shaped prongs. While the stones were different, there was enough about the rings that was alike that she’d confused them. When she first saw the photo online, it was like she’d had a connection. She was drawn to it. Everything else in the image was leading her to that shining rock on the end of her now future mother-in-law’s finger. Sucking her in. As if it were a final full stop on a page, or a nucleus in a cell, or a black hole in the centre of a glittering, dizzying galaxy.

And as she and the old ladies look at it in the restaurant, freshly placed on her finger, she can understand why even in a family photo it had stood out. It’s undeniably unusual – a hexagonal pink diamond surrounded by currant-red rubies. The pink is such a bold colour that it almost blends into the rubies, the way flesh can be slicked with blood.

‘You don’t see many stones that colour,’ the old lady says, giving Bea back her hand.

‘And the setting,’ the other one cries, ‘very striking.’

‘How special.’

‘You really are a lucky young lady.’

She agrees. It’s beautiful. Her fiancé is lovely. She’s lucky.

And yet.

There’s something that stops her from being happy, something in the way of that too. She keeps smiling, and looking at the ring, and trying to find the fizzy joy that she should have in this moment. There are points where she thinks it might come: when her fiancé returns with a bottle of champagne and sprays it over himself and his tiramisu-stained shirt, when he kisses her and the whole restaurant gives them another round of applause, when she texts her mum the news. But it never does. She knows why. It isn’t the ring, or the proposal, or the sheer magnitude of the situation. It isn’t an anticlimax, or cold feet.

It’s that whenever she imagined this moment, she’d always pictured you being the one to ask her.

*

Back in the hotel room, she notices the problem with the ring.

In her first moments alone since the proposal, she’s sitting on the toilet, having a necessary post-coital UTI-prevention wee. Under the artificial domed lights in the contemporary river-view king suite, the ring twinkles away. She allows herself a moment of smugness, her thoughts drifting to potential posts announcing her new status. She looks up some captions: Here’s to forever. The easiest yes. Defo not single any more. The professional photographer’s images, though memorable, will be too chaotic to share. But she wants to show what she’s been given. To boast. To bask in the comments and the congratulations, the way a lion lolls in the sun. She wants her friends jealous, her high-school bullies regretting, her unrequited crushes questioning. She wants it to hurt. This is Bea’s vengeance to those who called her too strange to be likeable, too plain to be loved.

She holds her hand up. Positions her phone so it only captures the ring and her hand. Even under the lens of her phone, the diamond glints and winks back the whole spectrum of colour. It casts out tiny shards, illuminating the room, reaching out and filling the space with disco-ball refractions. There’s no escape from it – its light reaches the corners, the cracks, the shadows.

So lucky, she whispers.

But it’s a little tight. She pulls at it slightly, shifting it up with her index finger. At first, it won’t move, so she tugs on it. Hard. As it gives, she gasps.

Where the ring was sitting, her skin has turned white. The flesh is puffy, slightly translucent, with the same consistency as an unburst blister. There’s a shifting of liquid, fluid or pus, shivering when she touches it. Almost as if there is a build-up of milk pooling where the ring has touched. She taps it gently, but when it isn’t painful, she presses down a little harder. At the valley where her nail meets flesh, the skin tightens. And then, for the briefest second, through the opaque, yellowish liquid, there’s the stretched elastic of a tendon, spiderwebbed around her finger bone.




Bea’s search history


	Why is my finger swollen?

	Engagement ring swollen finger

	Engagement ring allergic reaction

	NHS finger pain

	NHS broken finger

	Why is one of my fingers swollen and blistered?

	Metal allergies

	Metal allergies images

	Is my finger septic?

	Finger infected by engagement ring

	Can ring rash make my finger fall off?

	How to make the perfect proposal announcement that isn’t cringey

	How to cope with ex and engagement






2011

You only say once that you and Bea will get married, but you talk around it plenty. You make comments that heavily imply it, that are inseparable from the concept, as if marriage and Bea and you are in some three-legged race, unable to take steps forward without the others moving along. There’s an inevitability in the way you talk. You use the word when a lot. Not if, or maybe, or perhaps. When is certain. It’s going to happen, just not yet.

The only time you actually say the word marriage is in your first year of university. It’s two in the morning. You and Bea are standing in line at Bin Bin Q Market. Your order is always the same: sizzling cuttlefish ball skewers, sweet and sour crispy pork, shredded beancurd. Bea wanted to go to KFC, but you pleaded until she agreed to walk the extra half-mile. Now she can’t decide what she wants. She hovers below the backlit menus, her green hair other-worldly in the clinical white glow of takeaways at night. She’s taken off her heels to stop her feet from burning. Her tights are laddered and wet. You stand behind her and rest your head on her shoulder.

‘Decided? We’re nearly up.’

‘No,’ she says. ‘I have no idea. There’re too many options.’

‘I could choose for you,’ you suggest. Bea rolls her eyes.

‘I’ve seen what you always have here, and I don’t want that.’

‘What about the chicken wings? Or I hear the beef dumplings are good too.’

She shakes her head.

‘You need to choose now,’ you sigh, ‘or you won’t get anything at all. Come on, we’ve been here a million times.’

‘Exactly. That’s the problem.’

Outside, each clutching a grease-stained brown paper bag, you walk and eat. Lick salt and soy from your fingers. Remember how drunk you are. Taxis jolt past. There are orange street lamps, oil-slicked puddles, drizzle. Dribbles of rainwater run through your hair and flatten it to your forehead. You wear a long black trench coat that skims your ankles, with heavy Doc Martens. In the lamplight, there is something about you that is reminiscent of a Tim Burton character. Long limbs, broad, angular shoulders, wondering wide eyes.

‘I love all of this,’ Bea says. ‘I feel very alive.’

You nod, finishing a mouthful of pork.

‘I know what you mean. We’re in the middle of everything here.’

‘It’s weird, because when I get happy like this, I’m always sad too. Like my mind can’t have one without the other.’

You take her hand and kiss it quickly, before shoving it into your pocket. You keep it there, covered by your own hand. That is until the rain falls harder, and neither of you can bear to stand in it any longer. You take her hand again, and you’re both running, through the streets of London. Past the blinking chip-shop windows, past the empty parks, past the glassy office buildings. Bea’s shrieking and giggling as she hurries to keep up. Her mock-leather bodycon dress has water droplets speckled across it. What was once black smoky eyeshadow has now drifted down to her cheekbones, looking as if she took soot from a chimney and smeared it across herself.

Down an alleyway, you find a red phone box to shelter in. The phone doesn’t work any more – it’s probably only kept there for tourists to take photos with. There are stickers plastered everywhere, advertising sex workers. It reeks of piss. Bea huddles into you for warmth, and you kiss the top of her head. Your breath mists the small panes in the door, turning them opaque.

‘Y’know, I think I get sad because I’m always looking too much in one direction.’ She continues the conversation you’d been having before. ‘Sometimes back, sometimes forward. And whenever I feel like I’m close to enjoying something in the moment, my mind drags me into some imagining of how things could be or might’ve been. Taking me out of the feeling again. Do you ever get that?’

‘I know what you mean. I think maybe it’s because we’re both so focused on the past. Like our degrees are an almost philosophical fixation with history. You can’t have archaeology without things being dead and buried. So it’s hard to separate ourselves from thinking about our own lives in that way. But we have to try, otherwise we’ll never get to enjoy life together.’

‘Together?’

‘Yeah,’ you shrug, ‘you know what I mean. Weddings, holidays, babies – all that good stuff.’

Her grey eyes move over you, and you give her a small, almost imperceptible nod. She looks away, as if she’s pretending that she didn’t see it. There’s a slight scowl to her face, her thoughts almost visible. Her brain moves quickly, ricocheting between ideas, fast as a pinball between bumpers.

‘I know it’s early days,’ you add, ‘but I could really imagine marrying you. Doing all that life with you.’

Later, as you walk back to your halls, Bea keeps thinking about what you said. She can’t get it out of her head. Wondering at how confident, how certain you are. As if you’ve seen your lives plotted out in points on a graph; as if you know the results to a test she hasn’t taken yet.




2022

‘You’re sure the route is okay?’ Bea asks, checking her seat belt.

‘I’ve been this way a thousand times. I’ll drive safely. You have nothing to worry about. I promise,’ Jake says.

Bea glances to the satnav again, scanning over the snakes and bends across the screen. The line makes the two-hour journey appear simple, as if getting from one place to another is as easy as dragging a pen across a page. It doesn’t show what dangers they could face: drunk drivers, potholes, blind bends. The more she studies it, the more she hopes to understand the potential hazards they might encounter, but the line doesn’t give anything away. It stays fixed, unrelenting. Her stomach clenches, tight with fear.

‘I swear we’ll be safe,’ Jake says.

Bea catches a glance of herself in the rear-view mirror. Her reflection looks apprehensively back at her. A line of worry twitches between her eyes. Her green hair has flattened itself, showing only the vestiges of curls she so carefully styled the night before. There’s a little scar on her nose where her piercing has healed, though it could easily be mistaken for a pimple.

In an attempt to distract her as they drive back towards London, Jake asks her a series of questions that no man has ever asked her before. Questions about wedding dresses, bridesmaids, rings and caterers. He asks what her dream wedding would look like, and how she’d imagined her special day as a little girl.

She corrects him. ‘It’s our special day.’

He scoffs, briefly taking his eyes from the road to look at her. Her hand creeps off her lap and up towards her lip, where there’s a flaking piece of skin. She pulls at it, and it comes off in her fingers, transparent and light as cling film.

‘Ours, but mainly yours,’ he says.

‘I’m not the only one of us getting married.’

‘But the day isn’t about me. It’s about the bride.’

‘It should be about both of us. We’re making the same commitment.’

He shrugs. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever given a wedding much thought, but I know some girls who are really into it – who have had an idea of their dream wedding since they were little. I don’t think the day is about me.’

At a junction near Grantham, Jake turns off course.

‘I thought you could do with a break, and I saw this place on BBC News,’ he says.

The car grumbles down a dirt track lined with trees. They drive for several minutes, moving deeper into the forest. There’s very little light, the foliage creating a canopy and blocking out the sun. Eventually the crest of a white wave comes into view. The wave is static and made from thousands upon thousands of body parts. Limbs are tangled together, arms and legs sticking out at uncomfortable angles. There are smooth white torsos cut off from the waist down, decapitated heads, singular feet.

‘What is this place?’ Bea asks.

‘It’s a mannequin graveyard. For fifteen quid we can walk around it. Thought it would be your sort of thing. I know you’re looking at burial rites, and while these aren’t exactly burials, they’re definitely something.’

‘Yeah, they’re a material culture nightmare.’

‘Ready to baffle future generations of archaeologists,’ Jake smiles.

He goes to pay the attendant, who is busy gluing googly eyes and pipe cleaners to a hand, turning it into a kind of grotesque spider. The creatures are on sale for five pounds each. Bea buys one and gives it to Jake.

‘An engagement present. It’s not quite a diamond ring, but …’

‘It’s perfect,’ he grins. ‘You’re perfect.’

Carrying their hand-spider, they wander past the wave of body parts and come to a clearing where some of the mannequins have been arranged into scenes. There’s a tea party, a group of men posed as if they are in the middle of a dance battle, and row upon row of children who are seemingly sitting an exam.

‘It’s sad, isn’t it?’ Bea says. ‘Once they were on display in shop windows being admired. Now they’re here.’

‘I’m glad something is still happening to them.’

Jake wanders towards the next scene, Bea following behind. He walks with his hands tucked into the pockets of his gilet. The psychedelic swirl of a Creamfields festival T-shirt pokes out from underneath. Watching him, Bea is surprised that she didn’t see the proposal coming – his ashy hair is freshly cut, his beard trimmed, his sneakers ice-white and shoebox-fresh.

As they round the corner together, there’s another arranged scene. A wooden sign has been painted with the words WARNING BOG. Fingers and feet and a head are sticking out of a pile of mud. There’s the face of a woman, almost entirely submerged, with just her eyes, nose and mouth poking out of the dirt. Her eyes are strangely passive, seemingly accepting of what is happening to her, of where she is about to go. She should be screaming, but her mouth holds a soft smile. She is disappearing calmly, without fear, without protest.

Jake takes Bea’s hand. As he does, she flinches.

‘The ring’s a bit tight,’ she explains.

‘I’m not surprised. My mum has crazy small hands. You don’t have to wear it if you’d prefer something different.’

‘No – I love it. But maybe we could get it resized?’

‘I did take it to a shop and ask, but they said they couldn’t. Nowhere really does that setting any more. We’d have to effectively build it from scratch if you need a larger ring.’

‘Oh, right.’

‘I could go back,’ Jake suggests.

‘No, no,’ Bea says, ‘it’s honestly fine. I’m probably just not used to it.’

When they get to London, neither of them can be bothered to cook, so they drop the rental car off and wander through the market that edges Walthamstow. There are stalls with fresh sourdough, round orbs of bread with cracked lines on the crust that mirror the pattern of a brain. Paella bowls are stirred, churros bubble in oil, iced doughnuts sit neatly in their stands. They pass fish shops, the air around them all seafoam sour. Flies linger over the dead fish that are resting on their beds of ice. Jostling and knocking each other like dodgems. A bluebottle lands on the glassy eye of a cod and starts washing itself with its pronged limbs. Preparing for its meal with almost human reverence. Giving a buzzy, grateful grace.

Bea and Jake choose burgers from a stall they haven’t visited before. They clean their hands with the slightly crusted bottle of hand sanitiser provided. Eat the dripping burgers from paper napkins on the way back to their flat. Bea is nauseous – partly from the stress of the drive, partly from something she can’t quite identify. Probably tiredness, or the beginnings of flu. She tries to ignore it, to push it down so she can enjoy her buttermilk Cajun chicken burger.

As they walk, they talk about the wedding again. The topic is still a novelty.

‘Bridal party?’ Jake asks, running a hand through his hair, brushing it away from his face. A stray strand of grey twinkles as it moves.

‘Probably just Joy.’

Bea doesn’t have to think much about her answer. Joy, her best friend. Who supported her through undergrad and now is guiding her through the minefield of becoming an academic. Who peeled her off the bathroom floor and brought her back to life after everything went wrong.

‘Only one. That’s easy enough,’ Jake says, pleased.

‘What about you? Any thoughts on your best man? Ushers?’

‘Oh, I don’t even know where to start with that. I can’t ask one cousin without asking all of them, and I do want some of my actual friends too. So then it turns into a fleet of people, and I don’t want to think about how much that’ll cost us in suit-hiring fees.’

‘Yeah, and besides it’ll be so unbalanced. It’ll look like I have no friends.’

There’s a brief pause where she waits for him to disagree, but he doesn’t say anything.

‘I’ll have a think about it,’ he says, ‘but there’s no rush at all. We have so much time.’

And then he moves the topic on to her master’s course, asking about a dig that she enquired about in Turkey. Bea talks about her PhD application. Jake talks about a promotion he might be given, managing a slightly bigger sales team than the one he has already. They wander along the streets in no rush to reach home, walking and talking and watching the world move around them as they move through it. Here, with Jake, Bea is content in a way she rarely was with you. There’s a steadiness to the chatter, a rhythm to the quips, melody in the laughter. Conversation is easy. She’s in the middle of a discussion that she’ll be able to continue for the rest of her life. One that doesn’t end.




Bea’s messages

Bea

I have some news …

Mum

Sweetie, that’s wonderful! I am so so excited and pleased for you!! Congratulations to my lovely girl and her lovely fiancé. Soon to be Mrs … how exciting xxx

Bea

I hear you knew about his plans. You kept that quiet! Also I plan to only be Mrs for a short time before I become Dr!

Mum

Yes, it was really special for him to include me like that. It’s a big moment, and normally it’d be your dad that he’d ask, but obviously I’m the only option. I hope it wasn’t too strange for him! Very nice for me, though. xx

How are you feeling? It must be quite overwhelming. I can imagine how weird it must be for you, even if it is very wonderful too xx

Have you started thinking about what you’d like for the wedding? When do you think you’ll get married? Xx

Bea

I honestly haven’t thought about it at all yet. Still trying to take it all in!

Mum

Of course … you must enjoy this time. It’s just very exciting for me too :) Going to be so wonderful to finally get to plan a proper wedding xx

Going dress shopping … picking out flowers … choosing your venue … there are so many things to look forward to already xx

Bea

I don’t really know what I want yet. Whether I’ll go for the traditional stuff or not. Need to think about it all, as there’s lots to decide. We might just go for a quiet registry office or something. I don’t want a lot of fuss.

Mum

You must have exactly what you want. It’s your big day. I’m so proud of you xx

Bea

All I did was say yes. It wasn’t hard work or anything!

Mum

I know, but … this is very special, with lots of exciting feelings xx




2011

‘He said it again last night. I never know how to respond,’ Bea tells Joy.

They’re sitting in the kitchen of Bea’s halls, drinking cups of watery coffee. Joy’s denim jacket thumps its way around Bea’s washing machine, the metal buttons clinking against the barrel.

Joy and her flatmate went to Fabric last night. Her flatmate took some mystery pills from a stranger, and then went home and accidentally used Joy’s desk chair as a toilet. Her flatmate can’t remember anything after the bus home. Joy – who is always sober – unfortunately recalls the whole incident in perfect detail. She’s one of those miraculous people who can go through life without needing it altered. She can go to clubs, dance at parties, kiss strangers without needing a substance to get her there. Being alive is enough. Joy lives clean, rides her bike whenever she can, recycles religiously. Like hell is real and it’s made from fatbergs and plastic bottles. She’s resistant to vice. As if there’s something in her core, a negative charge, a repellent magnet, that means temptations of the world don’t even touch her. There’s an incredible lightness to her that carries her through the choices she makes, that lifts her and helps her reach ideas with ease. Sometimes Bea imagines that Joy has smuggled a star from the sky, stuffed it up her jumper, let it seep into her body. She is that bright and brilliant. Now, while her flatmate nurses an unidentified hangover/comedown, Joy spends most of the morning depositing soiled clothes and cushion covers in unsuspecting friends’ washing machines. Bea’s is the last stop – they both need someone to dissect the night before with.

‘He’s asked you out again?’ Joy asks.

‘No, but if anything, it’s worse. He keeps talking about the future, and it’s sort of sweet, but mainly … I don’t know …’

‘A lot?’

Bea sighs, rubbing her forehead with the back of her hand. There’s a blotch of red lipstick from the night before still smeared on her cheek where her make-up wipe didn’t quite remove it. She wears a blanket over her shoulders, covering an oversized My Chemical Romance band T-shirt that she uses as a nightie. A coffee stain hides half the face of Gerard Way.

‘Don’t get me wrong. We get on really well when it’s good. I find him attractive, and the sex is great. More than great. But we’re so young. He hasn’t really been with anyone else yet. How can he already be talking about the future like that?’

‘Some people are unimaginative. Though do you think he actually means it?’ Joy asks thoughtfully as she winds her box braids up into a bun and adjusts her thick-framed turquoise glasses.

‘He sounds serious. I wish he’d just chill out a bit. I’m not a terrible person for wanting some freedom.’

‘Bea, you’re not being terrible at all. He’s putting too much pressure on you. You’re nineteen, for goodness’ sake. Yeah, our parents were shacking up that young, but half of them are divorced now, and the rest of them have based their entire sense of humour on hating their spouse. You’re doing nothing wrong by getting some experience. Learning what you like. Living a bit. There’s so much time. And for some people, one person is never going to be enough.’

Joy shoots Bea a knowing look as she swigs from her mug, and Bea laughs.

‘It’s true!’ Joy insists. ‘Variety is the spice of life. It’s only the patriarchy telling you to shack up with someone so they can control you.’

‘I know. I know,’ Bea murmurs as she sips at her tepid coffee.

‘I’m already too late here, aren’t I?’ Joy sighs. ‘You already think you’re doing something wrong.’

Bea wants Joy to be right. But there’s something inside her whispering away, telling her that she’s making a mistake.

Bea knows there are probably subconscious messages affecting her somehow, but she tries her very best to ignore them. She knows the lifestyle she has isn’t traditional, and that many wouldn’t be comfortable with her choices. She knows she’s been taught lessons that are fundamentally incorrect, meant to control her. Lessons that she’s been told for so long that they almost feel innate: when a man confesses his love, or says he wants to be a couple, or live together, she should be jumping at the offer unquestioningly. For girls like Bea, who’ve never been very pretty, or very confident, or who are a little too much of something, any romantic interest should be cherished. Nurtured. Gripped onto until her knuckles turn white. And one day – if she’s really lucky – that man might ask her to marry him. Everything else – the career, the degrees, the ambitions and dreams – should come secondary to that ultimate goal of becoming someone’s wife.

She remembers being at a sleepover with a group of girls from her class in sixth form, who’d invited her in a confused mix of kindness and obligation. They gave her a mini-makeover, which consisted of a lot of foundation in the wrong shade for her skin tone and abusing her hair with some too-hot straighteners, while My Best Friend’s Wedding and The Wedding Planner played in the background. Afterwards, inspired by the movies, one of the girls created a Pinterest board for Bea. It was a joke at first, all of them cackling over knitted wedding dresses and lime-green vintage bridesmaid bonnets. Scrolling through the pictures on the laptop until they found something atrocious, pointing and screeching at each other, You’d have this, leaving smudgy fingerprints over the screen. They laughed from shock, astounded and giddy that anyone could think those choices were acceptable.

Bea kept the board they made her, marking it as private and removing the pizza-inspired pepperoni bouquets and jacuzzi wedding ceremonies. She gradually added to it, as if it were a flower and she was easing open each petal to help it bloom. For hours she’d sit saving other people’s memories: 1920s-style shift bridesmaid dresses in champagne gold, giant martini-glass centrepieces filled with white roses, a glass-domed ballroom lit by fireworks.

When she’d created it, she’d had no groom. The sharply dressed men in tuxedos were a placeholder. They were plastic Ken dolls with their heads pulled off: a human-shaped template that would need to be filled. Finding the groom seemed unnecessary, inconsequential, just a small detail that she’d one day figure out. It was the wedding itself that needed the planning, needed the work, needed the space to build itself within her dreams.

Now, you’re talking to her like marriage is an inevitability. A tiny part of her worries that, in creating her Pinterest board, she was in some way manifesting her future, when it was only supposed to be a joke. When she doesn’t know if she wants to get married, and if she did, she doesn’t know if she wants it to be with you.

When she can’t even commit to being your girlfriend.




Bea’s lecture notes

MASS BURIAL AT SLANY, CZECH REPUBLIC


	Late-Neolithic mass burial of men and women, all accompanied with artefacts

	At least four cremations and three inhumations present

	Male and female burials associated with distinct groups of grave goods

	Females found with necklaces made from animal teeth, and copper or shell hair ornaments

	Male graves found with hand-axes, flint knives and mace heads

	Burial likely ritual rather than due to significant event – i.e., disease, warfare – due to precision of the graves and presence of grave goods



Why is it that we ‘know’ these are male and female if the bodies are cremated? How can we comfortably say that they are gendered grave goods when these are all specific individuals, who existed within a culture we don’t know the full make-up of? They might not even have had the same binary categories we do. The assumption that men and women had different funerary rites draws so much from contemporary Western values, and our need to categorise and limit individuals based on gender. This is another way in which our current perceptions and biases are projected onto the subjects we are studying. Assuming ‘male’ from weapons and ‘female’ from jewellery is horribly antiquated. If these were to be displayed in a museum, multiple interpretations of the grave goods should be provided, as well as resources to think critically about the way we record and analyse the past.

Add site to list of examples about misrepresenting and potentially misgendering burials.




2022

Bea returns to work on the Monday, and it’s as if her life hasn’t changed at all. She sits at the same seat in her open-plan, hot-desking, sky-rise office. Nearby is a room where the internal server is stored, where blue-lit wires are clumped together from floor to ceiling, the intestines of their computer network. Sometimes she thinks about sneaking in there and building herself a nest among the cables and hard drives. Making that back room her own, with a throne of abandoned desktop towers, becoming part of the tangle of wires, casting herself as an electrical Medusa. She is drawn to hidden spaces, tucked-away corners of the world that she isn’t supposed to see. As if she’s been shown a secret.

When her colleagues ask what she did at the weekend, she tells the engagement story, and is met with varying levels of enthusiasm. One of the senior managers in the finance team says, Oh, that’s nice and moves straight on to sharing his screen to show a set of data she cleaned for him. The head of marketing gives a high-pitched shriek that rattles through her laptop speakers. The call agenda is abandoned and instead Bea spends half an hour giving a blow-by-blow account of the proposal, struggling to answer her colleague’s insistent questions about her ‘vision’ for the wedding, which drills right down to the colour of the table linen. She doesn’t show anyone her ring, as her finger is still swollen. Other than the congratulations popping up in her emails, and the occasional derailed meeting, it’s a relatively normal workday.

Her manager, Nick, appears at her desk while she’s conducting a meeting and stands in the background of her camera until she’s finished. He hovers behind her, arms folded, his navy suit slightly too short in the sleeve. To those watching Bea on the camera, he is a miniaturised version of himself – an angel on her shoulder.

‘Have you looked at the Excel file I sent over yet?’ he asks as soon as Bea has clicked out of the call.

‘Not yet. I was prioritising the file for Carla.’

‘Oh. Right. Do get back to my email by end of day, please.’

‘Sure,’ Bea says, pulling her cardigan tightly around herself. She’s wearing a simple grey jersey dress with a swirling rose-print pattern, with black tights, Chelsea boots and a light cardigan – an outfit that would normally be comfortable in the late-summer weather. Today, she’s too cold. Someone must’ve put the air conditioning on too high, and she can’t stop shivering. Two emails to Facilities titled Air conditioning and Office temperature remain ignored. Bea has had to put on a scarf that she found in her locker.

‘I hear congratulations are in order.’ Nick points to her engagement ring.

‘Yes, it’s all very exciting.’

‘It’s good you feel like that now. Give it a couple of months,’ he says, a vein steadily pulsing in his forehead. His little eyes dart about, as if they’re trying to burrow their way out of their sockets.

‘Really?’

‘Christ. When my wife and I got married, she went completely mental. It’s fucking stressful getting all those people in one place. The amount of drama I had to sort out, over bridesmaid dresses, caterers pulling out and God knows what else. I’d never tell my wife this, but I wish we’d just gone to a registry office and had done with it. Save ourselves the hassle, and all that bloody money.’

‘Right.’

‘Obviously you should do what you want. But my advice would be not to bother. What with your master’s, and now a wedding on top of that. I wonder how you’ll be able to prioritise your job with all of that going on.’

By not prioritising it, Bea thinks. She’s been working as a data analyst for nearly seven years. It’s something to pay the bills and it was all she could manage in the early days after you left. Now, she works four days a week at the same company she joined after university, numbing her brain with data sets and sales analysis, and has one day of the week to follow the dream she abandoned for a while when everything fell apart. She’s trying not to let the job become a part of her or reshape her into someone she isn’t. Her manager hasn’t quite realised that her job is not the focus of her life. That it’s a comma, a clause, a beat between where she is and where she wants to be. She’s applying for a PhD and funding, and if she gets it, she can leave. Until then, she does what is expected of her, and pretends to her colleagues that the archaeology is simply a hobby.

‘I’m sure I’ll manage,’ she says. ‘It’s only a wedding.’

‘If you say so,’ Nick smirks. ‘By the way, I’ll be sending through a personality test for the team meeting next week.’

‘Cool.’

‘Great.’

A pause. Bea is shivering.

‘Is it me, or is it freezing in here?’

‘It must be you,’ Nick says.

In the early afternoon, the psychometric test lands in her inbox. It consists of a series of sliding scales with an adjective on either side and a dial to move towards whichever quality she thinks describes herself best. Some are obvious. She moves the dial for ‘temporal focus’ as far along the ‘past’ side of the scale as she can, and does the same with ‘process driven’ rather than ‘results driven’. Others are less clear. For ‘analytical’ vs ‘imaginative’ she leaves the dial in the centre, as she’s unable to separate the two qualities, let alone determine which one she is.

As she’s doing this, another dial pops into her head. On one side there’s ‘husband’ and on the other is ‘wife’. That label will soon apply to her, and with it, all the things that ‘wife’ has meant and will mean. A 1950s housewife in a polka-dot apron appears before her, eyes dewy and set far apart like a fish, hair brittle and coiffed like her grandmother’s. She holds out a piping-hot pie to Bea, the steam covering her face in a dreamy sweat. Her smile is a little too wide, and the eyes don’t match it. Bea pushes her out of her head, trying to focus on the task in front of her.

Clicking and clicking, she boxes herself into points along the continuum, and as she does, a headache develops across her brow. There’s a dull knot of pain in the base of her spine, formed from years of hunching at her desk, and before that by overworking at archaeological digs. Though back then, she didn’t feel the damage, the pain. When she was only a decade younger, when she was with you, her body never ached and groaned for no reason. She could spend hours mattocking at dry soil, cracking the surface, barely stopping to breathe. The earth would shift and part at her will. That girl is now lost, found only in the grainy flash photos posted to her social media, eyes unedited and red where the light hit them.

When Bea has finished the survey, she allows herself a half-hour lunch break. There are many things she should do with this time. She should exercise, go for a walk and get her muscles moving; she should read some of the articles she needs to prep for her PhD applications. But there’s something fogging her brain, stopping her from concentrating. Whenever she tries to focus on a topic she’d normally be interested in, her mind drifts away like an untethered balloon. Maybe it’s the cold, she tells herself, still struggling against the office air conditioner. Or she could be getting the flu, or maybe she didn’t sleep well. She’s just off.

Instead, she finds herself scrolling through the messages in the new family messenger group she’s been added to, and mindlessly flicking through videos online. Her algorithm is adjusting itself to her new relationship status, showing her several DIY videos of shiny-toothed, bronzed Americans demonstrating how to create place cards and table plans with items from Dollar Tree. There’s a clip of a bride descending into her wedding on a floating balloon swing, as if she has drifted down from the heavens. A bride and groom use money guns to shower each other after they say their vows. Blinding, sparkling zoomed-in footage shows the Swarovski crystal bodice of a shimmering white ball gown, with a voice-over explaining that the wedding dress was made for an Italian heiress. It cost over five hundred thousand dollars and weighed more than a hundred pounds.

There’s her normal content too – POVs, nostalgic comedy skits about being a teenager in the noughties, huge spray-paint art canvases, recipes for new and unexpected ways of eating potatoes. She tries out a filter that’s supposed to show what she’d look like in an eighties movie. It’s okay until the filter slips away when she takes a sip of coffee. The camera is angled upwards at her chins, and shows her eye bags drooping down, lines forming like cracks around her nose. Her green hair hangs lankly at her cheeks, as if she is growing thin vines from her skull. There’s something about it that sends a trickling cold down her aching shoulders. Something in the vacantness of her eyes, in the wrinkles and lines that she hadn’t realised were there.

The face that confronts her is nothing like how she imagines she looks in her own mind. She doesn’t know when she changed, when her face shifted from the youthful teen-twenty-something and turned her into someone else. She is older. Drained. Lifeless.

She turns the camera off quickly.




Fennick-Watts family messages

Bea was added to the group

Jake

Now it’s official, I can add this one as she’ll be joining the family soon :)

Lorraine

Welcome, darling! We’re so, so thrilled for you and Jake. Absolutely cannot wait for you to meet the rest of the family in a few weeks for one of our Fennick-Watts family get-togethers. Xxx

Freddie

Congrats both!

Hugo

Welcome to the cult haha

Millie

Very excited to meet you and find out who’s finally managed to tie Jake down. Do you have any plans for the wedding yet? When will it be? Where? When you come, we must hear everything. I’ll be interrogating you all day :)

Lorraine

Yes, we would love to know all the details so far! I found my wedding album again the other day if you’d like to see it? Xx

Millie

Do you have a wedding planner yet? Colour scheme? Themes? I’m soooo excited to hear your plans!!

Bea

Thanks, and looking forward to meeting the whole family. And no, sorry, I don’t have any of that stuff sorted yet. Just trying to enjoy being engaged.

Millie

Omg really? I’d be completely obsessed if it were me.




2011

‘I thought we were going to the pub,’ you say.

‘After,’ Bea smiles. ‘I need to see something first.’

You and Bea are wandering around the Sutton Hoo exhibit in the British Museum, through rows of up-lit artefacts: intricately woven gold metal buckles, deer-topped bone whetstones, double-edged swords. All have their shadows cast in just the right way. Bea is headed towards an unassuming clear box in the next room along, where Lindow Man rests. Her green plait swishes from side to side as she walks, thumping against her back. You follow her, a couple of paces behind.

Lindow Man has skin like wet wood, like soaked peanut shells. He is laid on his back, one feathery arm folded across his chest and the other resting beside him, slightly outstretched. His torso stops bluntly. Placed next to it is his leg – his only other remaining body part. He lived in the Iron Age, suffered a violent death and was left in a peat bog until his preserved remains were discovered thousands of years later. Now he lives in the British Museum, his corpse permanently on display. Bea peers through the glass with a fixed, unflinching gaze.

‘I’m thinking I’m going to write my dissertation on burial rites,’ she says, ‘specifically looking at the ethics of keeping bodies in museums, and whether we should be reviewing the display practices we’re currently using.’

‘Cool,’ you shrug.

‘In the Mesopotamia section there’s a headdress with skull. Like the headdress is the important bit, and the person is a by-product. Could you imagine ending up like that? Thousands of people walking past your body every day, assuming you’re a pile of mud.’

‘This really bothers you.’

‘It doesn’t feel respectful, and most of it is stolen,’ she says as she looks up at you, searching for the indignation in your face. ‘You don’t care, do you?’

‘It doesn’t bother me. They’re already dead.’

She makes a hmm sound, moving closer to the display. You can see a ring of condensation forming where her breath touches the glass. It makes a perfect foggy ‘O’, shrouding the hand of Lindow Man in a misty vignette.

‘I don’t really understand why you chose this degree,’ she says. ‘Whenever we talk about anything like this, you’re not interested. You don’t want to go on digs. You don’t want to work in a museum. It doesn’t make sense why you’re here.’

‘I know what I want,’ you say firmly.

There’s silence for a moment, Bea waiting for you to elaborate. She’s figuring you out. You’re something she isn’t quite sure of. Someone she doesn’t yet know entirely. She knows you enjoy keeping some space between yourself and others, partly to cultivate a little mystery, and partly because you want to be an outsider. To be a watcher, an observer. She’s also learning that, with her, you’re finding yourself increasingly wanting to close any distance. Eventually she asks, ‘What do you want?’

‘I want to be an artist.’

‘Oh.’ She blinks. ‘I didn’t know that.’

‘There’s lots you don’t know about me.’

Bea walks around the edge of the clear cabinet, crouching so her eyes are level with the shrivelled fingers of Lindow Man. From above, it almost looks as if he is reaching out to touch her cheek.

‘Then why are you here?’ she asks. Her gaze is focused on Lindow Man, and to an outsider it might seem like she’s asking him why he’s stuck in his glass box.

‘I’m going to go to art school. I never really wanted to do this degree, but my parents wanted to make sure I have a backup. In case the art doesn’t work out. Means I could go get a decent job if I needed to. So they’ve agreed to fund my art foundation, as long as I do this first.’

Bea snickers. ‘Archaeology doesn’t pay anything. It’s not much of a backup.’

‘They want me to go to a good university and get a good degree. They don’t care what it’s in. But none of that matters anyway, as I’m going to be an artist.’

You speak with a confidence that she’s never quite had. You don’t just believe that you’ll be an artist, you’re certain of it. Bea knows it’ll happen for you, based purely on your own faith in yourself.

A group of schoolchildren enter the room in a sea of red matching caps. Their teacher barks instructions at them frantically: don’t run, don’t touch that, hands to ourselves, please and Tristan, stop kicking Ruby. Two of the children run between you, slipping their way in front and pressing their grubby hands on the glass. You hear them whispering to each other, debating what they’re looking at. One thinks Lindow Man is a kind of giant shoe, the other thinks he’s a piece of wood. Both are enthralled when they notice his hand and realise what he really is. As more children join them, they go through a cycle of it’s a dead body, then gross, cool, ew, wow, awesome, over and over. Like they’re stuck on a loop. Like they’re video-game characters that have been left for too long and are trapped repeating the same lines of code.

‘Besides, you’ve got me wrong. I am interested in this,’ you say, ‘in how these objects, these people, these things have lasted for so long. They’re immortal now. And that’s fascinating. Lindow Man makes more impact than most artists ever will. He’s never going to fade or become irrelevant. That’s amazing. I want the security, the permanence I get when I’m here. So I guess I disagree with you. I’m good with having Lindow Man here. I wouldn’t mind being him one day.’

‘I’ll remember that when you’re dead,’ Bea laughs.

‘Yeah. I’ll stick it in my will. And the horror of it all is cool, too. Curses. Human sacrifices. Torture devices. Decay. Mummies. Lindow Man here, with his ceremonial rope ties. All that good stuff.’

You run your finger lightly along the edge of Lindow Man’s box, tracing the line where the panes of glass meet. Clerestory light shines down from a high window, or a hidden spotlight, and Bea is briefly held by you there, as if she’s trapped between those panes of glass, looking up at a world that she can’t quite reach.

‘All that good stuff,’ she repeats back at you.

‘Yeah, find me an ancient curse or a shamanistic revenge ritual and I’m there.’




Bea’s search history

HORRIFYING NEW DISCOVERY MADE IN GUJARAT, INDIA, OF ANCIENT CURSE PAINTED ON THE WALLS OF A TOMB

Archaeologists believe the writing 
dates back to 1,800 years ago

Curse was written to ward off potential 
gravediggers and thieves

A disturbing discovery has been made in Vadnagar, a small town in the state of Gujarat, India, where ancient writing has been found that promises to curse all those who enter a tomb and disturb it. Excavations reported by the Archaeological Survey of India uncovered the tombs, and the writing is the latest in a number of incredible finds.

The curse is scrawled across the left side of the tomb, which is approximately two metres long. It is written in red paint, warding off all potential robbers from the grave. Archaeologists have been able to decipher and translate the curse, which reads: ‘All those who enter here with mal-intent beware. I promise that you shall be hexed for any transgressions committed here.’

Alongside the curse were several pottery jars, which are believed to have held ointments, oils and spices. It is thought that these items could have been used to bind the curse and ensure that it was successful. They could also have been used as offerings to the dead, to serve them in the afterlife, or ward off any malevolent spirits still on the earth. The most exciting find was the discovery of an ornate gold ring, which was found hidden within one of the jars. This is not the only cursed tomb uncovered in the area, with another site reported in 1995, where several other pieces of jewellery were found
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