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With an abandoned degree behind her and a thirtieth birthday approaching, amateur writer Bonnie Falls moves out of her parents’ home into a nearby flat. Her landlady, Sylvia Slythe, takes an interest in Bonnie, encouraging her to finish one of her stories, in which a young woman moves to the seaside, where she comes under strange influences. As summer approaches, Sylvia suggests to Bonnie that, as neither of them has anyone else to go on holiday with, they should go away together – to the seaside, perhaps.


 


The new novel from the author of the Man Booker-shortlisted The Lighthouse is a tense and moreish confection of semiotics, suggestibility and creative writing with real psychological depth and, in Bonnie Falls and Sylvia Slythe, two unforgettable characters.


Praise for The Lighthouse


 


‘A haunting and accomplished novel’


— Katy Guest, The Independent on Sunday


 


‘No surprise that this quietly startling novel won column inches when it landed a spot on the Man Booker Prize longlist . . . Though sparely told, the novel’s simple-seeming narrative has the density of a far longer work . . . It all stokes a sense of ominousness that makes the denouement not a bit less shocking.’


— Hephzibah Anderson, The Daily Mail


 


‘It is this accumulation of the quotidian, in prose as tight as Magnus Mills’s, which lends Moore’s book its standout nature, and brings the novel to its ambiguous, thrilling end.’


— Philip Womack, The Telegraph


 


‘Ultimately, what drew me into this bleak tale of sorrow and abandonment was the quality of the writing – so taut and economical it even looked different on the page somehow – and so effective in creating a mounting sense of menace and unease. It never flinches . . . For such a small volume, The Lighthouse actually has a deceptively clever structure which I didn’t fully appreciate until the ending, and what an ending it is. I had to think about it, and I like that.’


— Isabel Costello, On the Literary Sofa


 


‘This is powerful writing likely to shine in your memory for a long time.’


— Emily Cleaver, Litro Magazine


 


‘Alison Moore has created an unsettling, seemingly becalmed but oddly sensual, and entirely excellent novel . . . a discomforting and moving portrait of intense loss.’


— Alan Bowden, Words of Mercury


 


‘Every word feels earned and precise and right. It all builds wonderfully . . . It is the quiet exactitude of this novel that makes it such a powerful work’


— Ben Dutton, A Literary Life


 


‘a kind of heartbreaking farce . . . Moore’s touch has the sharp penetration of a hypodermic needle.’


— Adam Roberts


 


‘As soon as I had finished it I wanted to re-read it’


— stillnotfussed


 


‘Just superbly written’


— Literary Hoarders


 


‘deliciously unsettling . . . our sense of inevitable disaster becomes almost unbearable’


— Jenn Ashworth, The Guardian


 


‘Moore’s writing has a superb sense of the weight of memory.’


— Kate Saunders, The Times


 


‘Small wonder that it stood up to the crash-testing of a prize jury’s reading and rereading. One of the year’s 12 best novels? I can believe it.’


— Anthony Cummins, The Observer


 


‘It really is an excellent debut’


— Heavenali


 


‘precise, evocative prose. The Lighthouse is a fine first novel’


— David Hebblethwaite


 


‘brilliant craftmanship. A haunting, lingering read.’


— Victoria Cooper, Red


 


‘queasy brilliance . . . It deserves to be read, and reread.’


— Isabel Berwick, The Financial Times


 


‘Alison Moore’s writing is sublime . . . The Lighthouse is sad, atmospheric and wonderfully creepy.’


— Page Plucker


 


‘Disquieting, deceptive, crafted with a sly and measured expertise, Alison Moore’s story could certainly deliver a masterclass in slow-burn storytelling’


— Boyd Tonkin, The Independent


Praise for The Pre-War House and Other Stories


 


‘Showcases the evolution of a writer who refuses to dilute her stories with artificial light or sentimentality to make them more palatable. There’s really no need, when she knows how to make bleakness so thrillingly readable.’


— ISABEL COSTELLO, On the Literary Sofa


 


‘There is an insistent, rhythmic quality to Moore’s writing, and a dark imagination at work.’


— GENEVIEVE FOX, The Daily Mail


 


‘Just as uncompromising and unsettling as The ­Lighthouse.’


— DINAH BIRCH, The Guardian


 


‘Beautifully crafted, rendered in a lean, pared-down style that accentuates the stark content.’


— Metro


 


‘The tales collected in The Pre-War House . . . pick at psychological scabs in a register both wistful and brutal.’


— ANTHONY CUMMINS, The Times Literary Supplement


 


‘she creates an atmosphere of discomfort pervaded by that niggling feeling that all is not quite as it should be. Clever stuff.’


—Lit Nerd


Praise for He Wants


 


‘The best novels are the ones that leave you with a sense of yearning, and in He Wants, Alison Moore proves her mastery of the medium . . . As Lewis’s desires are revealed, the reader is drawn into a compelling series of regrets, coincidences and reminders that life doesn’t often bestow second chances . . . Moore’s tightly wreathed prose and assured plotting ensure a bittersweet longing for more once the final page is turned.’


— Lynsey May, The List


 


‘Moore is a serious talent. There’s art here. There’s care.’


—Sam Leith, The Financial Times


 


‘a witty and very moving novel’


—Jonathan Edwards, New Welsh Review


 


‘brave and rigorous’


— Rachel Cusk, The Guardian


 


‘Moore movingly mines the aching gap between aspiration and actuality.’


— Anita Sethi, The Observer


 


‘He Wants is a funny, touching, life-affirming novel about desire’


— Anne Goodwin, Annecdotal









Death and the Seaside


 


ALISON MOORE’s first novel, The Lighthouse, was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize and the National Book Awards (New Writer of the Year), winning the McKitterick Prize. Both The Lighthouse and her second novel, He Wants, were Observer Books of the Year. Her shorter fiction has been included in Best British Short Stories and Best British Horror anthologies, broadcast on BBC Radio 4 Extra and collected in The Pre-War House and Other Stories. Born in Manchester in 1971, she lives near Nottingham with her husband Dan and son Arthur.
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undertow • n. = undercurrent • n. 1 a current of water below the surface and moving in a different direction from any surface current. 2 an underlying feeling or influence.


– Oxford English Dictionary
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Sometimes, Susan woke to find that her limbs were dead. Her arm would be flung back, bent beneath her head, the blood stopped, and she would have to move it with her other hand, the dead weight unsettling her, as if she had woken to find a ten-pound leg of lamb lying on her pillow; or one leg would be lying lifeless beneath the other, and she would have to lift the numb leg with both hands, holding it under the thigh and hanging it over the side of her bed like a Christmas stocking that wanted filling. This had been happening to her for as long as she could remember.


This morning, it was her right leg. Sitting on the edge of her mattress, she stretched her blood-starved toes, the nasty comfort of pins and needles bringing her leg fizzing back to life.


She had no curtains at her window, nothing to buffer the daylight in those first few minutes of being awake. She had been promised curtains but, in the meantime, it did not bother her too much. Her room was in the attic, so it was not like anyone walking by could see in. Each morning, she woke to see the window framing the bare sky. The lack of curtains only troubled her if she woke in the night and saw the cold window with all that darkness outside, that big black rectangle in the middle of the long wall.


Her cigarettes were on the windowsill. She stood, testing her foot, feeling only a residual tingling, like froth left popping on the sand when a wave pulls away. She crossed the room and opened the window, letting in the brisk sea air. Leaning on the windowsill, she lit a cigarette. She looked out at the quiet street and the churning waters beyond it.


In the coming week, there would be a bonfire on the beach; there was a poster advertising it on the wall in the pub. They would burn the old fishing boats too, like a sacrificial offering on a funeral pyre.


She smoked her cigarette down to the butt and blew the smoke outside, blowing it downwards, though it drifted up. The slabbed pavement reminded her of a dream she’d had when she was small, in which she jumped from her bedroom window to the patio slabs below and sank, very comfortably, into the ground, as if she were Mr Soft, as if nothing could hurt her. ‘It wouldn’t be like that though,’ her mum had said, in the kitchen in the morning. ‘You’d be lucky just to break your legs.’


Susan let go of her cigarette end and watched it fall to the pavement. She thought of that thing about a feather and a brick descending at exactly the same speed, or a ton of feathers and a ton of bricks. That was in a vacuum though, or on the moon or something. The butt hit the ground and Susan closed the window.


She got dressed, pulling on skinny jeans patched at the knees, and a thin, blue jumper with suede patches on the elbows. She was lanky, all legs, like the harvestmen that so unnerved her. If a predator got hold of a harvestman’s leg, the harvestman could just detach it, as if it were a joke leg. It made Susan think of the fake limbs that she had seen used in art and magic, to create an illusion or just to give someone a fright. She thought of the rubber hand deception, where the imitation hand began to feel like a person’s real hand. The harvestman’s leg was not a fake though; the escaping harvestman left the abandoned limb twitching in the predator’s jaw. Since childhood, animals with spindly legs and backwards knees had set Susan’s teeth on edge. She remembered seeing an emu at the zoo. Something about the way it ran, the way its legs bent the wrong way, had made her cry.


She left the room and made her way downstairs. Usually, she would have gone straight through to the bar and started work, but it was a Monday so the pub was closed and this was Susan’s day off. There were boxes of bar snacks at the foot of the stairs. She took a packet of crisps and left through the back door.


She had come into the Hook on her first day here in Seatown. It was summer, and she had been thinking that until she found her feet she might sleep on the beach, but when she stood on the esplanade, looking out to sea, it occurred to her that the water was likely to come all the way to the sea wall, and some way up it; she might be spending the night on the seabed. Just behind her was the Hook, and from it had come a smell of warm food that made her feel hungry. She went inside, and saw on the bar a jolly polystone pig wearing a chef’s hat and coat and holding in its cloven hooves a carving knife and a chalkboard advertising the special: ham and chips; and she saw on the wall, handwritten on a piece of paper, an advert for a room above the pub. As it happened, the landlady also wanted bar staff, and as no one but Susan had applied for the job or asked about the room, she acquired both and moved in the same day. Each morning, when she started work, she asked about the lack of curtains. ‘They’re coming,’ she was told. ‘Your curtains are coming.’
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Susan ate her crisps as she wandered along the esplanade, past the signs that said ‘NO CYCLING’, ‘NO DOGS ON THE ESPLANADE OR THE BEACH’, and, at the top of the slope that went down to the beach, ‘NO DISABLED ACCESS’. The fresh air in her lungs made her want another cigarette, so she smoked while she walked. The tide was coming in. She made her way to the amusements, where they were still advertising for someone to work in the change booth. Every time the manager saw her, he shouted to her, from the confines of the booth, ‘This could be you!’ The booth was perhaps three feet wide by three feet deep, and more than six feet tall with perspex windows on three sides. Sitting in there would make her feel like she was in one of those animatronic fortune-telling machines, like Zoltar, but at least not like Economy Zoltar whose booth was only two feet square and who had no head or arm movement. She would feel like a spider caught under a glass.


At lunchtime, Susan left the amusements with empty pockets. Sometimes, here on the coast, the force of the wind when she met it head-on, when it whistled past her ears and whipped back her short, brown hair, made her think of how it would feel to ride her motorbike without a helmet on, or to freefall. But just now, there was a lull, and she stopped to smoke a cigarette on the esplanade, leaning on the railings, facing the sea.


She had been desperate to get away from home. Even when she was little, she had run away from home, just for the fun of it. That had got her a stinging slap on her bare legs, and her mum had said, ‘You’ve got worse than that coming your way if you ever do it again.’ But then her mum had rolled her eyes and said, ‘You’re just like me.’ Her mum had gone down to Gretna Green in her teens, to marry her boyfriend without her parents’ blessing. ‘You’re making a mistake,’ they had said, but that just made her want him more. They had been right though, about Susan’s dad; Susan’s mum had made a mistake, a bad choice. Maybe it ran in the family.


Susan had come south on her motorbike, racing down with the open road ahead of her, thinking about her mum on her way to Gretna Green, her future a great unknown, and about her granddad who had lied about his age so that he could go off and fight in the war. ‘He just couldn’t wait,’ said her mum. He went to Ypres, and spent the rest of his long life confined to a wheelchair.


Susan’s grandmother always believed that travelling south was easier than travelling north because south was ‘downhill’ on the map, as if anyone trying to go north without concentrating risked rolling all the way back down; as if, in fact, gravity could make anyone tumble down at any moment.


Susan remembered her first sight of Seatown. It had been getting late as she approached; the sun was going down. It looked like someone had set fire to something; it was like a house on fire on the horizon, except bigger than that: it was as if someone was burning everything they owned. She had headed towards it.


She came from a small village surrounded by countryside. She had seen the newborn lambs in the field in the spring before she left; she had got away before that moment in the summer when the lambs were taken away in the lorry. She hated the thought of them going into the lorry with no idea what was coming and no way to avoid their fate anyway. She hated seeing the lorry that pulled up outside the chicken shed with ‘EAT BRITISH CHICKEN’ printed on the back. Susan wondered if she would make it home for Christmas. On Boxing Day, the hunt rode out, despite the fox-hunting ban. Her dad used to go with them, before he fell from his galloping horse and lost the use of his legs.


Susan took out her mobile phone and looked at the screen. The signal here came and went. There was no signal right now. Sometimes she spent ages thumbing long texts to her parents, which she then could not send. Perhaps she should change her provider. She wrote another text now, even though it would only sit in her outbox with the others until a signal could be found. She kept having to stop and undo what the predictive text function inserted. Some of the sentences that predictive text wanted to construct looked like the strange non sequiturs of someone who was losing their mind. She wondered how predictive text worked. Did her phone make predictions on the basis of texts that she had previously written? Was she herself responsible for these peculiarities? Or did the odd suggestions come from a programmer? Her granddad thought that someone managed his answerphone messages, someone in a call centre, like a switchboard operator; he got cross when they tampered with his saved messages, when they deleted something without asking.


Susan signed off her text with an ‘x’ and then waited for the message to fail to send. She smoked her cigarette down to the filter and dropped it, flattening it with the toe of her sandal. She walked on, back towards the Hook, outside which she kept her motorbike. She knew she ought to get some proper motorbike leathers, and boots with toe protection and ankle, heel and shin armour. Her mum had warned her that she went too fast, that she would end up hitting the tarmac at so many miles per hour and then she’d have pins in her legs, ‘if you’re lucky’, she said.


She ought at least to get some warmer footwear for the coming winter.


Susan went back inside the pub and up to her room, where she flopped down onto her unmade bed, pulled the blanket over her and nodded off.


She dreamt that she was having difficulty walking. When she woke up, blinking in the afternoon light, she remembered the dream; she knew it was just a dream but she made a cautious effort to move her legs anyway, just in case. She did not understand what the dream meant – everything in dreams seemed to mean something else.


Sitting up, she noticed a square of paper on the carpet over by the door – a letter, she thought, or a message, that had been posted through the gap underneath the door. She walked over and picked up the scrap of paper, but when she looked at it she found that it was blank; although perhaps there was the faintest suggestion of something there, as if it had been photocopied almost to oblivion. She opened the door and peered outside but there was no one there, and no one on the stairs. She turned again to the piece of paper, and she almost thought that she might be able to make out a message after all, or just a word, but even as she looked, her sense of that dim outline disappeared, like a shadow when the sun slips behind a cloud.
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Early in the new year, when it was still bitter outside and Bonnie was approaching thirty, she began looking for a cheap flat. She had been living in her parents’ house for years, and even though she had lived away from home before, she had never lived alone.


In her early twenties, after a gap year that had turned into three, all spent under her parents’ roof, her mother had insisted that she go away to university, if she could still find one that would take her. And so she had gone to university, although it was not, as her father had pointed out, a proper university; it was not a good university. She majored in English, because it had always been her best subject and because she had managed to get a B at A level. It was also her native language.


She had got a room in halls of residence, sharing with another girl. Bonnie’s roommate kept a diary. She wrote in it every night and stowed it under her mattress when she went to sleep. The first time Bonnie’s roommate left the diary out on the bed while she went to the bathroom, Bonnie had been unable to resist reading it; she had opened it up and seen her own name written there, and ‘weird’, or something like that – she could never remember exactly what it said, exactly what she was. She had shut the diary quickly, got into bed and pretended to be asleep when the girl came back. The diary was left out another time or two after that, but Bonnie never looked in it again.


After halls, she had lived in a shared house, where one of the other students, behind the closed door of his bedroom, used to chant every day before breakfast, ‘I am the master of my fate.’ He repeated it three times every morning without fail, before swaggering out to start his day. Another of the students used to leave photocopied leaflets lying around where they might be seen, picked up and read. The leaflets said things like: ‘God Will Save You’. Bonnie never heard him say a word, this student. If he was in the house, he stayed in his room; Bonnie only knew that he had been in the kitchen or the lounge or the bathroom because of the trail of leaflets he left behind him, like a trail of breadcrumbs laid so that no one would be lost.


In her first term, in An Introduction to English Literature, she heard about the death of the Author, and at first she wondered who they meant, and then she realised that it was all of them, all the authors, and Bonnie thought fleetingly of the dodo. And what was more, asserted Barthes, the Author enters into his own death, or her own death, thought Bonnie, who had just started writing herself. She had a vivid memory of the lecturer standing in the lecture theatre saying all this, although over time it had merged with another memory, of her mother coming into a room and saying that Bonnie’s grandmother had died. ‘She wanted to go,’ said her mother. ‘She was ready.’ There had been a funeral, of course, a week later, and at this funeral Bonnie’s mother had asked after somebody’s husband, forgetting that he had died; and then somebody else, who Bonnie’s mother was certain had died, came round with plate of sandwiches.


After a few years of literary criticism, Bonnie had found that she could no longer read a story without seeing it through a lens of critical analysis, as if there were always some underlying meaning that you might miss if you were not paying attention. And at the same time, she began to see the real world in terms of narrative; she saw stories and symbolism everywhere. She found it all exhausting, and left her course – which her father had called a Mickey Mouse degree anyway – before taking her final exams or completing her dissertation.


On quitting university, she had moved home again, and her father had said to her mother, ‘What did you expect?’ Bonnie had been living with her parents ever since, and doing casual work. In her spare time, she sat in her old bedroom, at the same desk she had once used for her schoolwork, and wrote stories, or tried to. She had come to a halt in her current one, in which her protagonist had moved to the seaside and taken a room above a pub. Bonnie had got as far as her protagonist finding a message that had been pushed under the door of her room, but when she looked at it, it was blank, any message or sense of meaning evaporating before her eyes, the way even the most vivid dream could slip away as you woke, so that in moments it went from something that felt real to something that could not even be recalled. Now Bonnie did not know what to do, what might happen next. But anyway, she had put the story away. She would have to clear her desk and empty her drawers, having been told by her parents, as the big three-zero approached, that it was time for her to move out.


Although she had been asked to leave home, Bonnie had no reason to leave town. She had her jobs, and no promise of anything better elsewhere. She searched through the Homeseeker section of the local newspaper and found a ground-floor flat available to rent, in a terraced house at one end of Slash Lane.


‘I’m not sure I like the sound of Slash Lane,’ said her mother. ‘It doesn’t sound safe.’


‘It’s just a name, Mum,’ said Bonnie, although she did remember how driving up Carsick Hill Road in Sheffield always made her feel queasy, and she wondered if she would ever feel comfortable walking along Slash Lane on her own in the dark.


She arranged to view the Slash Lane property, and was met outside the Victorian house by the letting agent. Wearing a navy-blue suit and holding a clipboard, the letting agent reminded Bonnie of the driving instructor who had failed her when she was seventeen, and the woman from the human resources department at Bonnie’s first place of work, which Bonnie had left at the end of a trial period, and the bank employee who had turned down her loan request, and someone else Bonnie was unable to recall. The letting agent shook Bonnie’s hand and looked at her clipboard, and Bonnie braced herself for some sort of test.


‘Mrs Falls?’ said the letting agent.


‘Miss,’ said Bonnie. ‘Ms,’ she added, and the sound she made was like air escaping through a puncture, the sound of something slowly deflating.


‘I’m sorry,’ said the letting agent, making a note on her clipboard. ‘Are we waiting for anyone else or it just you?’


‘It’s just me,’ said Bonnie.


‘That’s fine,’ said the letting agent. Scribbling again, she said something that Bonnie did not catch, and then, ‘Single?’


‘I’m sorry?’ said Bonnie. She could imagine her mother having hired this woman – the navy-blue suit a disguise, the clipboard just a prop – to conduct an investigation into Bonnie’s love life and come up with an answer, a solution. Bonnie thought of her school’s careers adviser biting the end of her pen and frowning. She thought of her mother saying, ‘You’re not a bad-looking girl, Bonnie. You just need to brighten yourself up. You just need to smile.’ Bonnie had occasional dates with men she met online, but they rarely progressed to a second date, and never to a third. She was never, it seemed, quite anyone’s type.


‘Single tenancy?’ said the letting agent.


‘Yes,’ said Bonnie.


The letting agent ticked a box on the paperwork on her clipboard, and Bonnie looked at the house. Its front – a flat, orange-bricked rectangle standing on its short side, with a pointy, orange-tiled roof on top – made her think of a gingerbread house, the clean frames like white icing around the square windows and the front door.


‘There are two flats available in this property,’ said the letting agent. ‘An attic flat and a ground-floor flat. Did you want to see them both today?’


‘No,’ said Bonnie. ‘Just the ground-floor flat.’


‘All right,’ said the letting agent. ‘You can always change your mind. Let’s go and see the downstairs flat first.’


Bonnie was led through a passageway between the house and its immediate neighbour, down a red-brick path like the one in the film of The Wizard of Oz, in which, at first, a red-brick road and a yellow-brick road spiralled together, like the pattern on a spinning top that Bonnie had lost in childhood. Dorothy took the yellow-brick road, while the red-brick road went off in another direction, and you never found out where it led. In the book, though, there was no option, no red-brick road. Also in the book, the yellow-brick road was interrupted in places by deep drops with sharp and jagged rocks at the bottom, which Bonnie did not remember seeing in the film. And what was only a dream in the film was, in the book, quite real.


The passageway led to the house’s back door, and they entered the ground-floor flat through the kitchen, which had a three-foot-wide aisle down the middle and work surfaces on either side. The letting agent pointed out the fixtures and fittings, and any damage that she was aware of. ‘It’s all on the inventory,’ she said, referring to her clipboard, which held a list of what was provided and what was damaged, with no division between the two: the kitchen contained a fridge and a missing drawer handle, a cooker and a missing vinyl floor tile.


A narrow bathroom extended from one end of the kitchen, and at the other end you walked into a long lounge barely touched by natural light, and beyond that was the bedroom. Living in this flat, thought Bonnie, would be like living in a series of corridors. The bedroom, at the front of the flat, looked directly onto the street and the bus stop outside.


In the bedroom’s side wall, there was a door. ‘What’s behind this door?’ asked Bonnie, reaching for the door handle, but the letting agent said that it led only to the other part of the house, the hallway that the front door opened into, and the stairs to the upper floors. Now that the house had been divided into flats, this door remained locked, she said, although Bonnie tried the handle anyway.


At the end of February, Bonnie moved into the flat on a six-month tenancy agreement. She had recently been turned down by a temp agency but she had two cleaning jobs. She was hoping to find something she liked better. She kept putting in applications but rarely got interviews; and when she did get an interview, she never got the job. For now, her parents were supplementing her rent. She could not afford to buy anything for the flat but it came partially furnished anyway; there was even an old television. And she brought some home comforts with her from her parents’ house: she had a kettle that her mother had been about to throw out, and a small supply of tea bags to tide her over, and she had her books. She had more books than shelf space: on either side of the bookcase in the lounge, the books spread in piles across the floor, reaching towards the doors, towards the bedroom and the kitchen, as if they were trying to get out, to go out into the world. She did her best to make the flat feel like hers, putting her own bedding on the mattress, and placing her knickknacks around the lounge, though they looked a bit lost in that long, dim room. She moved them around a bit.
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