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To F, who made it possible to begin this novel –

And to C, who made it possible to finish it.




THROUGH


I am one whose faith is, that love and friendship, with ardent natures, are like those trees of the torrid zone which yield fruit but once, and then die.

Edward John Trelawny, Adventures of a Younger Son






Viareggio

July 1992

Dawn. Sky’s pink. A violent, unseasonal sound stirs up noise in the pine trees. It grows in urgency until a small brown hand slams down on the alarm clock and sends it careening across the floor. I didn’t see this part. I wasn’t there for it. But I’ve imagined it so many times that it feels like I was, perhaps still am. I have to get it right: the light, the silence, the hand. The setting, the mood, the characters. This is important work, because a prologue isn’t just the beginning of a story. For the writer, who is preparing to surrender her book to the reader, it is also where the story ends.

School broke up eight weeks ago; it might as well have been eight years. It’s hard to remember what life used to be like before, when there were deadlines, exams, overworked parents screaming, Get up! Do this! Do that! The boys, thirteen, operate on their own schedule. After two months, they’re doing summer professionally, like a competitive sport, finding a new challenge each day to keep themselves entertained. Today, they are going on an adventure. They are going to build a fort on the beach.

Later, the oldest of the boys will be quoted as saying just that in the British press. We were going to build a fort … This is Marco, whose name was never released, to protect his identity. He’s our main character in this scene, so I’ve made one up for him.

After the body is discovered, the story will graduate from the local networks to the national news on Italian TV, with better graphics: a flashing dotted line will trace the boys’ precise trajectory across the town centre of Viareggio, through the serviced beach of Bagno Balena, then further down the coast, tracking south, parallel to the water, towards the beach of La Lecciona. Their intended journey was a considerable distance. But halfway through, the map will show a glowing red dot where the trip ended. I will watch the news from the hotel, not one mile from the site, my bags already packed. The following morning, stepping off the plane at Heathrow – back home, and alone, for the first time in three months – I’ll begin the difficult work of piecing together the story of what happened to us that summer in Italy. My version of it, at least. It will take me a lifetime to get there.

Marco is first up. The three boys have slept in the shed at the bottom of his garden. This is where Marco lives from June to September, when his parents move in with his grandparents further up the hill, to free up the main house so they can rent it out to holidaymakers. The same family from Milan comes to stay every year. The boy has known the twins since all three of them were small. The family treats him as one of their own. Marco eats meals with them in the main house, but the two sons often elect to sleep over with him in the shed; their parents allow it.

The Milanese boys love their summer friend: he is brave and knowledgeable and six months older than them, in the year above as of September, the first among them to go to grown-up school. The local boy loves them back, but is old enough now to understand the conditionality of this temporary bond. When the twins go back to Milan at the end of the summer, he stays behind for the grim, humid winter. And though the house belongs to his family, he feels he is stepping into someone else’s space each time he re-enters his bedroom in September. He has a feeling of injustice this year. With roots that haven’t quite revealed themselves to him yet, a seed of resentment has made its home somewhere deep inside him; its shoots are yet to break the surface, but are already reaching towards the heat of revenge. It’s his idea to walk to the most remote part of the beach accessible by foot from Viareggio – where tourists don’t go. He wants to see how the brothers cope in the wild, away from their parents’ beach marquee.

Marco puts on his red swimming trunks, his flip-flops. He doesn’t bother with a t-shirt: in a couple of hours, it’ll be too hot to keep it on, and they’re going to be walking, carrying stuff the whole way. He checks their supplies: beach towels, fishing rods, the tarpaulin they’ll use to block out the sun. He fills the three water bottles, takes the watermelon out of the supermarket bag and, with the knife he is not supposed to keep in the shed, he scores the skin lengthways before pressing on the back of the blade with both hands, splitting the fruit in two, again and again. He puts the triangular slices back into the plastic bag, pausing a moment to consider the knife, which he had intended to return to the kitchen before leaving. He slips it into the back pocket of his backpack, where it’ll rest parallel to his spine. He pulls on the bag and goes to wake his friends.

When they leave the house, the town is deserted. The shops are still closed and without the usual merry assemblage of inflatable crocodiles, plastic buckets and striped chairs, it’s like the place has been bled dry, its bones revealed. They walk past black plastic sacks abandoned outside a line of wooden summer chalets, humming with flies; a junkie asleep face up on a bench; the gutted Liberty villa, which has been held together by scaffolding for the past three years. The two brothers have never seen the town like this. Like a ghost town. They say it repeatedly, noticing for the first time the decay, the peeling flesh-coloured paint, the tall windows bearing down on them like so many yawning mouths. Marco is used to it. This is what the town looks like in winter. He doesn’t speak much himself.

It is a relief to reach the seafront. They slip in by the side entrance of the private beach, where one of the slats is missing from the gate. There is no one out there on the sand, not even the lifeguard who usually likes to interfere with their games.

As the sun lifts up in the sky and the heat rises with it, they begin the long walk south towards the wild beach, and all the while Marco can feel the weight of the kitchen knife, the tip of the handle sitting just above his coccyx, where his mother has taught him to feel for his primitive tail. See, sweet boy, people and animals are not so different. Perhaps he also feels the weight of something like danger, or responsibility, something bigger than he has so far experienced, rushing up to meet him as they head for the secluded location he has chosen. Perhaps he has a sense that, today, his life will change in irreversible ways. Perhaps he is starting to regret the trip, but thinks it is too late, now, to go back.

It is not him, but one of the two brothers, who sees it first. The mottled, cylindrical shape rolling in the surf. What is that? It’s a tree trunk! It’s a missile! It’s a seal! No, wait—

The beautiful Milanese twins make the front page of the papers back home, huddled together in a piece of tarpaulin, looking excessively alike, in their identical, unsettling distress. Fair-haired, they could be British children; their vulnerability connects with the eye of the viewer. And despite the black-and-white photo, I know the tarpaulin to be green. I saw it when we were finally allowed on the beach, long after an ambulance had taken the children away. I didn’t make the green tarpaulin up, like the knife, or ‘Marco’, for the sake of telling myself a different tale. But even if I had, what would it change? How am I supposed to tell what is fiction and what is fact? My memories of that time have far too many gaps. I’ve had to fill them as best I can.

I know that we were called in to identify the body, and I must have done so, but I remember nothing about that part of the day. I don’t remember Peter’s face, even though the report said I was the one who put a name to his remains. I know I must have signed the paperwork, as his next of kin. They showed me a book they had found in what was left of his clothing. Do you recognize this? And I did, it was Gray’s Pocket Anatomy, which he had been carrying around Italy for weeks. But I don’t remember there being a face. I don’t remember the body looking anything remotely like a human being. Yet I remember ‘Marco’, the boy, even though this is just a name I gave him later. I am sure about the green tarpaulin. If I weren’t, perhaps I could convince myself that what happened never did, that Peter was still alive somewhere; that it was his own choice to abandon me, and I definitely played no part in it.

At first glance, you might miss him – the third, smaller figure in the distance, too small to be an adult, and yet too tall and thin to be anything other than a teenage boy. That’s Marco. He is staring at a point in the distance, beyond his friends, where the horrible thing must be. He is frozen, on film, in the realization that, in one fell swoop, he has ended childhood for all three of them. This is the moment he will turn back to for the rest of his life. It wasn’t his fault, but a part of him is bound to think it is. What about the knife he’d brought along with him? What, exactly, had he intended to do with it? Did his wish for danger bring on the violence, the too-tangible horror of a limbless body arriving from the sea, like a mythological bull surfacing from the shallows to haunt them for ever? Does resentment attract tragedy? Does envy? These are the questions I have been trying to answer.




Catford

December 1991

Mary stood in the hallway in her dressing gown, looking at the envelope that had just landed on her doormat, bearing the university’s logo. She knew what it was. There wasn’t anything else the university might need to contact her about. She turned around and headed to the kitchen to make a coffee. It was colder in the glass-roofed extension, and her bare feet were freezing, the skin on her toes purple where it met the edge of her black nail varnish. Ice lined the bottom edge of the windowpane. The kitchen clock on the wall showed twelve, but the clock had long been out of battery, and Mary appraised by the sinking light that it was probably closer to two in the afternoon. She had overslept again, and she already felt tired.

She sat down on one of the wooden chairs, crossing her legs and tucking her cold feet under her, into her dressing gown. Another term was ending, and she had achieved absolutely nothing, except for fulfilling her father’s worst expectations. Barely two years since she had escaped his supervision, and she’d already failed at surviving without him.

Her father had wanted her to follow in his footsteps at Oxford, perhaps in a related field. Which, Mary had tried to explain, she was going to. But the university she had chosen couldn’t really be called a proper university, according to him. Proper universities taught people to understand the world, not to ‘make things’. Attending a glorified art school wasn’t the same as getting a reputable degree in art history, and critical theory didn’t necessarily offer a pathway to developing a critical spirit. A couple of years in, Mary found she broadly agreed, though it still didn’t make sense to her why art scholars like her father looked down on the people who made the very stuff they’d dedicated their life to studying. According to her father, anyway, all the best artists were already dead.

Moving to London had entailed a fierce battle, and if Mary had compromised on the subject of her studies – English Lit – that had been for her own sake, not his. It would have been easier to emancipate herself from her father’s legacy had she been born with more concrete inclinations, perhaps towards the sciences; she might have more easily escaped that all-seeing eye of the humanities: Professor of the History of Art William J. Godwin, OBE, FRSA, Trinity College Fellow, longstanding patron of the National Gallery, beloved BBC expert – the list of accolades went on. Her cumbersome father figure, as AJ liked to call him. But spending the rest of her life working with dry data and numbers seemed too great a compromise, even in exchange for her father’s delicious disappointment, when all Mary wanted to do was write. He had insisted he knew best about her educational future, objectively, from his academic vantage point, but though she recognized this was likely, for the first time in her life Mary had begged to disagree. She’d stood firm in her resolution to move to London. Of course, her father had been right: she wasn’t worth much on her own. She didn’t know better, after all.

AJ walked into the kitchen, carrying the mail.

‘For you,’ she said, slipping the brown letter across the table towards Mary. She went to fill up a pint glass at the tap, rising onto her tiptoes to check on the chilli seedlings she was growing in a line of nursery pots on the windowsill. A shiver ran down her spine as she stretched, making her briefly convulse. ‘It’s freezing!’ AJ turned to look at Mary. ‘You all right? Is that from uni? I’m surprised. You’ve not gone in weeks. Are you even enrolled, still?’

‘That’s what we’re about to find out,’ said Mary, slipping her index finger into the corner and ripping open the envelope. ‘Yeah. No.’

‘Are you kidding?’ AJ turned to look at her. ‘Mary, you’re not serious? I thought you were joking!’ She brought a hand to her forehead, spiking up her short black fringe in frustration. ‘God, I’m too hungover for this.’

Mary passed the letter back to her. AJ studied it for a bit.

‘OK. Well, it says here there’s a couple of modules you need to retake. It’s not the end of the world. You’re not out yet, but it’s like, last strike. At least that’s what I understand.’

Mary grimaced, sipping her drink. ‘I don’t know.’ She couldn’t meet AJ’s eye.

‘What don’t you know? It’s doable. If you put your mind to it.’

‘What if I don’t want to?’ she said.

Upstairs, Mary lit a spliff by the window. A thin wall of pale wood had been erected in the middle of the room to split it into two studio spaces of equal size, so only half of the window technically belonged to her. On her side of the wooden wall, Mary had gathered her favourite misfit heroines into a collage meant to inspire her to write: Anaïs Nin, Poly Styrene, Susan Sontag; a postcard of Sister Rosetta Tharpe playing the electric guitar by the train tracks; and Poison Ivy from the Cramps, flattening herself against a metal shutter in her catsuit, tiara and heels. There was Soo Catwoman, and that famous photograph of a young Patricia Highsmith sucking on a cigarette as if her life depended on it. A true-to-size poster of Leonora Carrington’s giantess, bought on a family holiday to Mexico for her sixteenth birthday, hung next to an original promotional poster for Carrie, which she had found rifling through boxes of film paraphernalia on Carnaby Street, Sissy Spacek covered in blood like an angel from hell.

Mary looked at the papers strewn about the place: aborted watercolours, half-scribbled pages often ending mid-sentence when she’d fallen asleep, too stoned to stay with an idea long enough to find out if it was worth exploring. There was a bulging folder of newspaper cuttings labelled ‘Research’. A yellowing, rectangular title label pasted on the cover read The Most Evil Woman in Britain! (She had started a sequence of lurid poems on the child killer Mary Bell, but had discovered she didn’t quite have the stomach to sustain her own provocation in the end.) Her record crate had tipped over; LPs fanned out, Elvis on Elvis – Costello on top of Presley – the opulent peonies on the cover of New Order’s Power, Corruption & Lies (her favourite album) peeking out from the bottom of the stack. Next to them, a tower of dirty plates stolen from the kitchen. Mary knew her housemates hated her for secreting them away. It still wasn’t sufficient encouragement to wash them.

Her room was a mess, and Mary felt like she had never had a single original thought in her head. She had nothing on for the rest of the day: there hadn’t been any assistant shifts at the South London Art Gallery in a while – it was oversubscribed anyway, every damn kid in school seemed to work there – and now she was about to be officially released from all deadlines, it seemed. What to do? Get her act together or drop out, she supposed, but to what end? She sank into the knackered orange armchair by the window, her arm lifted to angle the smoke outside, her buttocks sagging one inch from the floor. She stared at the new poster she had tacked onto the back of the door that connected her bedroom to AJ’s, an etching of the bug from Kafka’s Metamorphosis, and wondered if it was a bad omen. For weeks, she’d been feeling as stuck as a cockroach flipped on its back.

And now she had failed Aesthetics and would have to repeat the year. That was her fault, on one level, for refusing to submit any assessments and ceasing attendance in week three; and on another, too, for picking the module at all. Since the beginning of term, Mary had felt behind, inadequate, and so, a couple of weeks later, she had just stopped going. She didn’t understand a word her lecturer said: he was a boorish old man, full of himself, with a slow, deliberate manner of speaking that reminded her of certain friends of her father. Mary couldn’t bear to feel stupid, yet hadn’t she known before she elected to study it that philosophy went right over her head? The truth was that she had been too focused on showing her father she could meet his intellectual expectations, only better, on her own terms. She couldn’t.

Why did it matter so much what he thought, still? She barely spoke to her father these days. It helped that they didn’t have a phone line where she lived. There must’ve been one when the crumbling sixties building they lived in was still a school, but now, converted into a studenty co-op, it wasn’t exactly all-mod-cons. What it was, though, was cool. And cheap. Twelve of them lived in what had formerly been six classrooms, and though this meant you could frequently hear your roommates snore through a thin barrier of MDF, as well as the most intimate details of their sex lives, it was also exciting. It was what Mary had come to London to do. Live an artist’s life.

What was the plan again? Go to art school. Drink herself into a state, experiment with drugs and men. Find her true calling. Become a writer. And what did she have to show for all her rebelliousness and drive? A handful of satirical stories à clef for the student magazine, which had lost her most of her friends, and one verbatim play for which they’d staged a single open rehearsal in front of a modest audience of drunk course mates. She wasn’t exactly on a trajectory towards precocious fame. At this rate she wouldn’t even get her degree. And above all, she wasn’t happy. She didn’t feel like she’d found what she’d come looking for. So far adulthood had only disappointed her.

Mary put out the remaining half of the spliff into an espresso cup on the windowsill and sighed in self-contempt. She wasn’t a rebel, really. She’d just wanted a little space. In order to be given that, she’d had but one job: to get her degree. It was a job she had bargained for over countless stiff dinners with her father and his second wife, Ellen. Sometimes Clare would be there, perky and bright-eyed in one of those little suits she had taken to wearing since she’d started her law degree at King’s. As ever, she’d had it easier than Mary; Ellen preached harder to the mutt than she did to her own daughter. Mary couldn’t understand why her father had bound himself to such a hypocritical woman: a vacuous upper-class socialite, who had been gobbling canapés at faculty receptions since infancy, yet had managed to fail at developing any real intellectual depth. He, by contrast, had been the real deal: a scholarship boy who had made it into the upper echelons of academia on the strength of his hard work and original thinking. Ellen was nothing like Mary’s mother. She’d been the real deal, too.

It was her own mother Mary had in mind when she insisted that going to a progressive arts uni in London was the right thing to do – her mother, the proud feminist, who had hated being told what to do, a trait which Mary had inherited, along with her father’s shrewdness. From William Godwin, Mary had learnt the art of emotional manipulation. She had known that her father could see her mother reflected in her as she argued for her own intellectual independence, and in the end, it was the memory of her mother that made him capitulate. They had reached a compromise: her father would fund her studies, so she could live comfortably without worrying about cash, as long as there was clear evidence of Mary’s commitment to studying. Ellen wasn’t happy about it, of course. But when was Ellen ever happy? And it had compounded Mary’s own happiness, when she had accepted her place at a leftfield institution in a forgotten, unpretty corner of south east London, to know that her stepmother was seething, that she had lost out over the memory of her father’s one true love.

Her mother had been a free thinker, a fierce, irrepressible spirit, and now her only daughter would follow in her footsteps. Mary only had to do one thing to prove it: stay in school. Get the grades. And now she had fucked it.

AJ was rapping on the MDF.

‘Come in,’ Mary sighed, and the door in the panel swung open. AJ sidled in like a stagehand. She had changed into tight black jeans and a black rollneck, but still wore her lionhead slippers on her feet.

‘Look,’ she said, ‘I know you don’t want to talk about it. But as your friend, I am telling you: it’s self-sabotaging, and you’ve got to stop.’ She picked up the stub of the spliff with the tip of her spiky purple nails and twirled it in front of her eyes. ‘Case in point. Didn’t you wake up like ten minutes ago?’ AJ straightened the spliff and put it in her mouth. ‘But don’t let me lecture you.’ She struck a match on the side of the sill and relit the joint.

Mary nodded.

‘I don’t like it when you let me talk and you don’t answer back.’

‘I’m sorry. I just don’t know what to say. It’s not that I’m not bothered. It’s not that I don’t want to finish uni. Just that I find it physically impossible to go. Like unbearable. I don’t know what’s happened. Sometimes I walk past the gate and get this stab in my gut, like …’

‘You’re overthinking it. Giving yourself stage fright,’ AJ said, before taking a long toke. ‘I suppose you won’t want to come to the gig at the union tonight, then? I thought you might want to take your mind off things, but if you’re too busy sulking …’

‘Who’s playing?’

‘God knows. At least one Joy Division cover band.’

‘Unbearable.’

‘And it’s two-for-one pints.’

‘Probably a good plan to begin economizing, if my dad’s gonna cut me off.’

‘Yeah,’ AJ stubbed out the joint. ‘Or you could just get a proper job like everyone else.’

‘Yeah.’ Mary said, standing up, without meeting her eyes. ‘Now piss off, I want to write a bit before we have to get ready.’

‘Yeah. Right.’ AJ straightened herself up, pausing for a second to consider her friend. ‘Look at you,’ she said. ‘Misery pants.’

It was still over two weeks to Christmas, but there was no looking back now: everywhere you went, you were assaulted by festive music. No event lacked a theme, though you couldn’t be faulted for thinking it might still be Halloween from the outfits in the student-union queue: velvet and lace, leather and nylon, bald heads and backcombs – then, in the midst of it all, an isolated fresher with novelty glow horns. He’ll transfer to Kent next term, Mary thought, cruelly, with a pragmatism that came from experience. She’d seen this happen a lot over the past couple of years: the university was a place where either you fitted in, or you left. It was selective, albeit in inscrutable ways. Despite her recent estrangement from it, Mary still felt a dissonant attachment to her college community, its self-sufficient bubble of creative energy. It took a particular type of outcast, she considered, to decide to spend their formative years in one of London’s most dilapidated boroughs.

The fresher was flailing his arms at a group of goths a few people up the line, and this had created an obstruction in the queue’s progress. He seemed to be peddling some kind of charity badge, Mary noted, cringing inwardly, as she watched a girl in a PVC rain mac and Siouxsie make-up turn away from him, as if unable to hear what he was saying.

‘Uh-oh, Rudolph’s got a message for the vampire convention,’ AJ was rubbing the palms of her black cut-off gloves together, blowing on her fingers. She nudged the boy in front of her, laughing her famous laugh when he turned around to look with a confused expression on his face. ‘Come on, get a move on, it’s fucking cold out here.’

Then, deciding she was done with waiting, she grabbed Mary by the arm and dragged her to the front of the line. Her friend Nicole was working the door, and she slipped them in through the union offices, without paying. AJ always knew people who could get them useful things.

As they pushed through the double doors of the venue, the change in temperature was stunning, like entering a whole different season. It was crowded and dark inside, blue strobe lights reflecting off the tinsel that decorated the stage, giving everything an underwater glow. They quickly removed their coats, squeezing them through the metal of the stage platform to retrieve later, invariably soaked in a pungent liquid they would hope was snakebite. On stage, a comedic dark-wave duo: haircuts and pinstripes and shoulder pads. Bad synths.

‘Old,’ Mary said, with a perfunctory yawn.

But AJ was already nearly at the bar and Mary had to elbow her way through the crowd to catch up. When she got there, AJ was deep in conversation with the blonde with the Patricia Arquette bob that she liked, though, spotting Mary’s arrival, the girl returned to pulling pints, reminded of the line of waiting customers.

‘What’d you do that for? I would’ve brought these right over,’ AJ said, passing Mary the first of four pints. ‘Now she probably thinks we’re together.’

‘We are together,’ said Mary, extending her hand to receive a second glass. ‘And there’s no way you can carry four pints. So don’t ditch me again. You need me.’

‘You usually ditch me. I hardly have your success rate.’

‘That’s because men are pigs. They make it too easy.’

‘Controversial. Women can be pigs too, you know. It’s called equality.’

The band had finished, Mary noticed with relief, as the twin sets of keyboards were removed from the stage. The looping opening riff of ‘Fools Gold’ by the Stone Roses blared loudly through the sound system in the transition, as the drum kit was uncovered, and a different band began setting up: three boys in baggy jeans and a girl in a pastel-pink jumper with too-long sleeves, stick-thin legs in stripy tights poking out of a black miniskirt and that fuzzy bucket hat everyone had started wearing. AJ had stopped to chat to some people from her politics degree, a bunch of nerds huddled around the pool table. Mary was always impressed by the way her friend seemed to have time for everyone; AJ wasn’t concerned with being cool, which made her, of course, extremely cool. Mary was used to being less popular, but still, she felt oddly displaced realizing she hadn’t yet spotted any familiar faces. She was already dropping off the map.

The band started playing and AJ returned to her side. She bumped her shoulder into Mary’s to get her attention.

‘Hey. Don’t spill my drink.’

‘Nothing special, are they?’

‘They’re barely halfway through the first song, mate. Give them a chance. I don’t mind them.’

Mary was watching the girl playing guitar. It was a proper electric guitar: a black Gibson solid body, similar to one her mother had owned in the seventies. Paul Westerberg from the Replacements had the same one. As a child, Mary had coveted it, but it’d gone missing when her father moved in with Ellen: her evil stepmother had probably got rid of it. The girl led the band with a simple, repetitive riff. And though the long-haired rhythm section exerted itself plenty, and the singer threw himself around in contorted, tortured shapes, the whole song revolved around those four notes and couldn’t have existed without them. This, Mary thought, was her problem. She was fundamental to no one; everything would carry on exactly the same without her. Two years in the city and she hadn’t managed to find her people, so she might as well give up and leave. It wasn’t going to happen. Few would notice if she went away. AJ might miss her for a bit – Mary looked over at her friend, who was sipping on the head of her second pint, eyes fixed on the stage under her sleek fringe – but even she would forget her in time.

Not that Mary had given a lot back. Sometimes one of her housemates disappeared for a week, and she wouldn’t even realize until they did something that annoyed her. Last week Ethan had finished her Greek yoghurt again. Standing stoned in the light of the fridge, she’d stared incredulously at the empty tub, and, as she cursed Ethan out loud, she realized the last time she had seen him, he’d been dressed as Ronnie Biggs, his ginger curls gelled back and covered in talcum powder, on his way to a Halloween party. Mary had spent two years going to art shows, but she wasn’t an artist; going to gigs, but she wasn’t in a band; reading books and writing one-line zingers in her notepad, but she wasn’t a writer – not by any stretch. What was she?

‘Oi,’ AJ elbowed her, ‘you’re quiet. What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing.’

‘We said tonight was going to be a good night.’

The girl had swapped the guitar, which now hung from its strap upside down across her back, for a small synth. She touched a square into light and reverb bubbled towards Mary’s face. She began on her second pint, as AJ returned to the bar for another round.

One more pint in, arms around each other’s waists, it was a good night. Funny how stupid Mary’s worries seemed, now she was fizzing with alcohol and full of love for her friend. How stupid she’d been to think there was nothing she would be leaving behind, when everything could be so perfect, at a show, after a few drinks, on the brink of letting things go. How easy, Mary thought, she had always found it to romanticize things, once she was able to envision them ending. She leant into AJ to tell her, and realized it was much harder to put the feeling into words than it had been to conceptualize it in her head. She said something about doom. Love. She was properly pissed.

‘Mate,’ AJ said, tapping her back as if she were trying to burp a baby, ‘I do love you. But you know, you can be so fucking pretentious sometimes.’

Mary struggled back, trying to summon the wit to reject the accusation with a suitable comeback. It was difficult work, holding two drinks and her packet of cigarettes, and she failed, spilling the beer she was holding in her right hand all the way down her sleeve. She felt the cold, wet pool in the elbow of her jumper and with it something that she had just about managed to keep in place all evening snapped back, like a strained elastic band. Mary knew AJ was only messing with her, but it stung. She needed to get out of there.

‘Leave me alone!’ she squealed, breaking out of the hug. ‘I need some fresh air.’ She pushed away from her friend, striding forward into the crowd.

‘Mary! Come on, I was kidding. Don’t be stupid!’ she heard AJ shout behind her. But Mary was already halfway through the room, on her way out to the balcony.

It was cold outside, and her coat was still under the stage, but at least the beer kept Mary warm. She had three cigarettes left. She would smoke them all, one after the other, and after that, she would go home, and probably do something stupid. Forget a piece of toast in the oven and set the whole place on fire, revert to her self-harming days, maybe call her dad. She fumbled for a lighter, but her pockets only yielded a receipt and half a train ticket she’d been using as roach. To retrieve her coat from under the stage would mean having to speak to AJ, who didn’t believe any of her problems were real. Pretentious. Misery pants! Mary felt like crying.

‘Can I bum a straight? You can have one of my lighters. Choose.’ Two hands were outstretched in front of her eyes, each holding a lighter – one blue, one yellow.

Mary stared at them without reacting. Her head spun, and she felt like she needed to vomit; she was only being asked to make a small choice, and she couldn’t even do that.

‘What?’ She kept her eyes low to steady the nausea.

‘I think it’s a fair swap, wouldn’t you say?’ the voice continued. It was masculine, but unsteadily pitched, and brought to her mind an old Truman Capote clip she had watched in a class on American lit. ‘Look. You’ve got three fags and only two hands. It’s pure maths. What d’you need a third for? Don’t be greedy.’

Finally, she looked up. It was Peter Shelley. She knew of him – of course she did – though they had never met. Most people at her uni knew Peter Shelley. In first year, Mary had stood, high, in front of one of his paintings in a makeshift gallery under the railway arches at Loughborough Junction – her mouth dry, heart pounding painfully in her chest, unable to peel herself away from the seven-foot-tall, fluorescent portrait of a giant foetus. He was in the year above, a mature art student in his late twenties, and part of an intimidating clique that Mary had always admired from afar, who put on their own shows, were always in attendance at the right parties and had a reputation for their graphic, in-your-face work, legendary drug habits and complete disregard for college authority. And now Peter Shelley was looking at her with an expression of concern in his large, downturned eyes.

Drunkenly, Mary held out the packet of cigarettes. He plucked one out and stuck it his mouth. She watched his profile: his hair was shaved close to the skull, and what little remained seemed soft and invited touch, like the fur of a pet. His features were exquisitely shaped, feminine and aristocratic: a long, straight nose that ended in a finely rounded tip and very wet lips, deep red on the inside, where the filter of the cigarette she had given him stuck, dangling attractively. He lit it with the blue lighter, then took Mary’s hand, pressing the lighter and the near-empty packet into it again. Holding her hand for a moment longer than necessary, he gazed at her face intently, as if trying to work something out. His eyelashes were long, very black in contrast to his blue irises, as if he had applied mascara (perhaps he had).

‘Do you go to school here?’ he said. ‘I don’t think we’ve met. But I thought for a moment maybe we had. Weird.’

‘Weird,’ Mary concurred, looking at the dark wine stain in the middle of his lower lip. He wore a thin silk neckerchief tied around his neck, a shade of lighter red. I read English, she was about to say, then thought better of it. She found it difficult to look away from him, and she realized that this was because Peter Shelley was not handsome like other boys in college: he was beautiful in a transient way, like a girl or a ghost, in the way that boys sometimes can be before puberty, though Mary was the one who felt like a child talking to him. There was nothing spontaneous about the way Peter Shelley looked. She knew what AJ would say. Pretentious. Top-tier twat. But then, weren’t they all? This was art school! It was the whole point. And you never would have said that to Peter Shelley’s face; not even AJ would have dared. The young man was shivering in his too-large black suit jacket, a graceful wrist held up, the heel of his hand cupping his chin as he drew on the cigarette, the glint of a gold ring on his right pinkie finger. Mary had forgotten to light hers.

‘What’s your name then, stranger?’ he said, exhaling upwards, his back against the wall, his other arm holding himself in.

‘I’m Mary,’ she replied, and she leant back against the brick wall next to him, copying his movements like she did when she wanted to be liked by somebody she admired. She was grateful for the wall steadying her, and though she already knew the answer, she asked, in a tone that she hoped would invite his confidence, ‘And what’s your name?’

After he’d told her what she already knew, they smoked together quietly for a while. Inside, ‘I Melt With You’ by Modern English was playing, in hiccups of loud and quiet, as the double doors opened and closed to allow people out and in. Mary shivered.

Without speaking, Peter Shelley lifted an arm and placed it around her shoulders, drawing her closer into his body, as if they had known each other for ever. Or at least it felt that way, to Mary, as she nestled herself for the first time into the warmth of him.




Margate

November 2021

My agent, Gary Bluth, calls while I’m loading the dishwasher.

‘You should check out the Guardian today. There’s something I think you’ll want to see.’

I can tell from the nasal tone he isn’t displeased. But he isn’t jubilant, either.

It can’t be about me. The only time my name ever appears in the literary pages is in October, for the Halloween round-ups, and even then, it’s usually only ever a mention of my mid-nineties debut, Sacred Heart. After all these years, the critics still love that creepy, lyrical novella I wrote in my early twenties to save myself from going insane, the stream of consciousness of a monstruous creature abandoned by her maker, not unlike myself. Then, of course, there was the adaptation with Leigh Marlon Lewis, and her suicide before the film wrapped, and all the lore surrounding that, how the final scenes had to be shot with a variety of different actresses to recapture the complexity of the character Lewis had created. The myth that she, too, like the protagonist, was rendered mad by the character she was called to embody.

Horror fans love that kind of stuff, and, within the genre, the book has acquired legendary countercultural status, its fame outlasting its original print run by more than twenty years – the first edition is a collector’s wet dream. It was reprinted again as a modern classic at the turn of the millennium with one of those William-Morris-type covers, and has kept selling steadily ever since, though far from enough to sustain me long-term. A girl’s got to make a living, and I wanted to do it by writing. So, I kept doing what I did best: writing scary novels about terrible events. I got better, I think – perhaps all too competent – and the rest of my literary production has in time migrated to airports and supermarket shelves. I’ve gone mainstream, as they say, and if a critic refers to me now, it is usually followed by a disparaging comment about how my subsequent career has not lived up to the artistic promise I’d shown early on. Serious critics hate an author who dares sustain their commercial success, particularly if they’re a mysterious middle-aged woman who protects her identity with a European-sounding pen name.

Well, tough shit. I love writing horror. I am as partial to gore as I am to romance: fear and love are two sides of the same coin, opposite faces of what makes us human. I write silly novels about sexy undead people and sentimental flesh-eating monsters, or merciless serial killers with Oedipal complexes and beautiful, murderous banshees. People love reading about them. Not as much as Gary loves serious critics.

‘Do you want me to send you a link?’

‘I can google it, Gary, thanks. I’m not dead yet,’ I say, and hang up.

I browse the Books section online, but I can’t find anything of interest.

I ring Gary back.

‘Are you sure it wasn’t print only?’

‘It’s in the Art and Design section. Call me back when you’ve had a chance to digest. I really think it’s best we have a chat about further steps.’

I hang up again. My mouth has turned dry. There’s a good reason I never look at the Art section. My throat constricts with a sense of foreboding I know all too well. It’s dread. As soon as I load the page, I see him. Peter Shelley, the artist: dead thirty years, as of next summer. My personal ghost, my carry-on poltergeist, who haunts every house I live in.

When I think about Peter, the first image that comes to my mind will soon be the same as everyone else’s. It’s a good picture. Iconic. Pure nineties tat. He is standing in a field of sunflowers, but the bottom edge of the picture cuts just across where his bare torso begins, and his head is exactly the size of the huge flower heads next to it, so it looks like it’s free-floating. The photograph has been treated, the contrast turned all the way up, and the colours are violent: the flowers a gigantic yellow, the sky highlighter blue, his face a threatening pig pink. A narrow, overexposed band runs through the middle of the photograph, coursing through him as he squints against the sun. There is just too much light. And so, though he is grinning, this beautiful, delicate young man – a flower among flowers – the image induces a kind of nausea, makes me think of the gallows. His head on a stake. But then, maybe that’s just the kind of imagination I have – the professional bias of a horror writer. Maybe I really am as trashy as they say.

I took the photograph one afternoon in the countryside of Tuscany, in the summer of 1992, when it was still just the two of us, in love, happy, on the trip of a lifetime together. Before Noel Byrne and Teresa Guiccioli, and stupid young Clare, decided to get mixed up in our business, and certainly before Ed Trelawny came to town to lay a claim to everything I held dear. Things were good between us back then, which didn’t last, though we loved each other very much, all the way until the end. But we loved each other like crazy, and we didn’t have time to worry in our twenties whether our relationship was healthy; we didn’t use words like ‘toxic’ back then. We didn’t think that to be crazy in love with someone was a bad thing: romantic intoxication of all kinds was exactly what we were seeking.

I remember that Peter and I were cycling to the beach on bikes we had bought for cheap at the town market, probably stolen. We cycled everywhere that summer. The town operated a circular economy in so far as bicycles were concerned: you bought them cheaply, already stolen, and soon thereafter they re-entered the market. Not infrequently you saw a bike you had once owned back up for sale the following week. One didn’t take it personally, but understood it as a sort of rental service.

We had stopped at a fountain to drink, and I remember the cicadas were screaming in the line of pine trees that bordered the road, behind me, as I lifted the camera to my face. I still hadn’t got used to the noise; it made me feel mad to be near it too long. I was restless and wanted to get back on the road. I remember that Peter was horribly sunburnt, pinker than ham though it was only the end of May, his face an unnatural colour even before I fucked with the camera exposure, cleaving him in two.

At the end of that summer, Peter Shelley would go missing and this picture would end up somehow being the one that was circulated by the search party. I had been carrying a copy of it in my wallet, folded down its damaged middle, and at some point must have relinquished it. Maybe I willingly gave it to the police. I don’t remember that part of my life well.

It would be the picture printed in the papers back home the day after his drowned body was found in Viareggio by three boys gathering driftwood to build a makeshift tent on the beach. Now it’s the promo pic for the new Peter Shelley retrospective at the South London Gallery. Everything is coming full circle. And it seems I’m not the only one who has a taste for the macabre.

I call Florence, my son, even though I know I shouldn’t, that it won’t bring any reassurance – rather the inverse. It’s the middle of the day and he is easily agitated. If anxiety has genetic roots, then I should try to be patient with him: Flossie is his father’s son, after all. And mine. He has had a tough ride. But who else am I supposed to talk to about this, when nobody else but he and Gary knows who I really am?

When he picks up, I tell him about the Guardian article.

‘Your father is having a comeback.’

‘Is he, now?’ I can practically hear him rolling his eyes.

‘A major exhibition in London in the new year, apparently.’

‘Oh, great. Well, I guess it was bound to happen sometime.’

‘It’s in the paper. Have you not seen? You’re always glued to your phone.’

‘What does it matter?’

‘Your father’s first solo show in one of the most important galleries in the city doesn’t matter to you?’

‘It’s not a solo show, it’s a retrospective. My father is dead. He has been dead a really long time, Mum.’

‘Flossie, my love,’ I tell him, ‘your father will live for ever.’

He hisses through his teeth. ‘Look, Ma, I’m not in the mood for this. I have to go.’

I look out of the window. It’s sunny outside. The blue line of the sea glitters in the distance; further out, the skeletal, revolving flower heads of the wind turbines. At lunchtime I was writing out on the lawn with the cat, blissfully unaware. How does Florence think I’m feeling? I, too, am less than thrilled.

‘You just don’t like to talk about your dad.’

‘Honestly, Mum? You can’t keep doing this. Calling me while I’m working. When I’m out with my friends. Wanting to pick a fight.’ Flossie is overdramatic. If he didn’t look like me, you’d never think he was my son. But if you’d had a chance to meet Peter and his friends, you’d have no trouble believing Flossie’s one of them. ‘I’m seeing you Friday at lunchtime, OK? For that spa thing. We can talk then. If need be. Enjoy the rest of your week.’

There is a beep, and then the call goes dead before I can say anything else.

I look at the article again. ‘Peter Shelley Retrospective Launching in South London in the Spring.’ Well, I guess Flossie is right, it makes sense. The timing is right. Big resurgence of the nineties in pop culture; last rodeo for the generation approaching sixty. Now we are the establishment, you can
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