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  Set on Malta and written partly as a homage to the beat generation writers, The Death of Poetry is a taut psychological exploration of relationships and situations that entwine the characters we observe through the narration.


  Opening with a seemingly unsuspicious death at a facility for ‘the unhinged’, our island detective at first feels it is just a circumstantial accident; after all, many inside are damaged and alone, having dealt with their addictions and afflictions. It is when a fresh victim appears, most definitely murdered, that he begins to unravel the fragile links and faint memories of those he now must confront from his own past—one he may not have wanted to remember for himself.
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  The time of such pleasant agony is now forever in the lap of those who will never understand and can only surmise what the author meant.


  
1.

  

  The Woman’s Story of Her Garden


  She had stopped panicking. The last hour of her life had been one spent sitting on the end of her bed, a king-size in which she slept alone and had done since her lover walked out one morning and never came back. For that last hour, her mind had relived terror, wired itself to the subjugation of alarm, of dread, and sent her to the edge of insanity. Only a single thought had kept her from lying down on the bed and disappearing deep within its folds, taking a tablet or a dozen and sinking fast. At least this time she had not resorted to leaving marks on her arms nor cutting herself to ease the pain.


  Her brain had raced through the last twenty years and seen the world—her world—for what it truly was. It was not one adorned with roses and long walks in the country. It was not one where she’d had the opportunity to become a mother. Her womb was so barren she could imagine tumbleweed, spider webs, dust, so much dust, accumulating there, moved only by sentiment, not the small forming feet of a much-needed baby.


  Aside from her shallow but rapid breaths and her memories, her thoughts were the only things in the room. Time had eaten everything around her. It had kidnapped all she had loved and destroyed it in flames, passionate, deep flames. Time was an arsonist, and it had set fire to her life then watched with glee as it burned to the ground. Perhaps it watched her now, gripping its hands together, a sexual pleasure growing in its body, an orgasm fuelled by the desire of naked revenge, the erect nipples of retribution and the settling of a final score—the punishment she so surely and richly deserved.


  All those times she’d hoped she had made up for the trouble, for all the lies she had told; all the cover-ups and denials of truth she had made before, batted away, strongly rejected and defiantly rebuffed. All lies; her life now consigned to lies.


  The letter, which had laid in her hands for the exact same hour as she had sat on the bed, began to tremble, shift by fractions in her grasp. The writing slid out of view as the letter finally, silently dropped to the floor, though the words kept crashing through her mind, barging past every defence she put in its way. The people of Berlin once had their wall, patrolled by zealous guards but breached often by the brave and the foolhardy. The Irish were kept apart by road blocks and guns, by an Act of Parliament, yet could easily cross by back routes if they were resourceful.


  Her past was cunning. It had lain in wait, let her get comfortable while it set down mines and bombs. It would only take one grenade tossed somewhere in the melee of metal and plastic explosive to act as a trigger, the catalyst for the biggest explosion witnessed. War was only a sideshow to the destruction of the human mind; now, hers was taken prisoner as it listened for the marching guard and the loading of rifles, the confirmation that Time had won.


  Slowly, she got to her feet. The indent in the duvet rose with her, as if signalled by a church elder, the leader of her faith, to rise and devour the flesh of their saviour. The letter now forgotten, the accuser of her sins was hidden from view, absolved of being nothing more than a carrier of disease. You cannot hate after the means of communication, wage war against ink and paper, an email, the deaf tone of a telephone.


  She smiled, ghostly, feminine, the resolve to follow through with the lie and not give in to the letter’s demands now safe in her heart, her mind as cold and calculating as it had been all those years ago, before she allowed roses to grow in her garden, before the calm of bathing in the soft summer sun of a late August evening became her go-to place of serenity and dreams. It mattered not that her cottage was built on smears, on the rocks of colluded propaganda. Here, she was queen of all she surveyed, and the roses always caught her eye before each September passed, inevitably, away.


  Her life, before the mess, had been erratic, full of shameful heartbeats, moments of distaste and, just the once, utter and complete bliss. It was in that instant of surrender that the second part of her life was fixed, ordained to be the mistress of a lover who did not care for her, who saw her only as a meal ticket, their larger-than-life presence filled with equal shame—not one based on poverty nor ignorance of destitution, but one created by sickness, a mind corroded by the acid of envy, of a fat-devouring virus that saw them controlled by impulse, by the need to destroy and eradicate any semblance of love.


  She walked to the window and looked down upon her garden, the small section of Earth she called her own, a home she had made with care and attention. Anything she had loved in the days of bleak offerings, she had mentally taken note of and promised to herself when the beatings came, when her father’s fist nearly cost her the use of one eye, when the woman who demanded she call her mother had molested her and left her damaged, unlovable and never wanting a hand to be so intimate again until she had met that one person—that one person who told her she was not the problem, not to blame for others’ insanity.


  Beyond her garden, she saw the new housing estate, full of families, crowded with children, with possible futures and questions, riddles waiting to be undone, to be solved and sent on their way, some with pride, some with love, others with a kick in the backside and words of anger, of momentary ill-thought hatred and damned curses. Those were the offspring of the generation that had it all—every convenience, every opportunity—and they squandered it. They allowed it to slip through their fingers like drops of water caressed by a man whose hands were too gnarled, too bony to connect properly and whose body shook in the grip of disease.


  The morning had started well; a dozen roses had come into bloom. She had looked upon them with pleasure and with the firm resolve to walk the narrow path that hugged the banks of the London–Birmingham railway line which had once seen her sleep…when sleep came under bushes, trying desperately to keep warm…keeping people at bay, keeping her baby alive…


  There was a baby? How have I forgotten there was a baby, a precious child? Where did that baby go?


  The garden, so pristine, so perfect after years of careful nurturing, so many blooms gazed upon with pride and honour, faded, turned grey. She looked up, but there was not a cloud in the sky. The sun shone as it always did at this time of year, and all was well. No insects diseased her plants; no aphids chewed on her flowers; never a wasp dared enter her garden.


  A pain suddenly forced itself to the very front of her head, and she put her hand up to feel for a bruise.


  Who hit me?


  She turned around, half expecting to find an intruder standing there—one of the boys from the estate perhaps, who had crept in, climbed the stairs and was, at this very moment, contemplating rape. But nobody was there. All was quiet and nothing was out of place—she couldn’t even see the letter that had started all this confusion.


  Did I dream it? Was it real?


  She felt cold and turned back to look out into the garden again where the sun blazed away, the fat old sun, a nuclear storm in space bestowing life on Earth. Would it die in a rage, like she had expected herself to have done, long in the past, in the time before the garden? Or would it one day become fragile and as cold as she?


  There was something wrong in the garden. Where the grass should have been alert, vibrant and full of colour, there was dust, baked dry, cracked and broken. The flowers, her roses, had started to wilt and become listless; spiders wove their entangled webs on the gate, on her wooden seat and on the table where she always had her afternoon tea. She watched a particularly slow, fat one crawl without care over the copy of her latest book, a romance, and leave a trail of eggs across its cover. She tried to scream, but no noise came, only strangulated air snaking its way out of her lungs, and her heart felt as if it would burst.


  A warm trickle of blood ran down her forehead, and the house alarm went off, piercing, shrieking, violent. She thought she heard someone calling her name in the distance, but there was nobody home. There was only her in this once perfectly ordered world unravelling before her.


  In the now overgrown garden, she watched her flowers die in slow motion. Webs covered the grass, and the ivy—a long, hard battle to keep that under control—started to tear apart the brick walls that had kept the inhabitants of the estate out of mind when she’d fancied solitude and air, to be alone with her thoughts and pretend the world would never end. The ivy, now heavy and full of insects that bit and chewed on the dead, brought down the trellis with a crash. Splintered wood rotted quickly into the tangle of webs and dust as newly hatched spiders copulated and fed on their mother, growing fat, bulbous and pregnant in the space of a minute. Still the alarm rang on, sharp and shrill. Danger. She was in danger.


  Finally a scream, as loud as the alarm, more frightening because of its beast-like nature. Its wail, sharp, painful and intense, hurt her ears as if someone had boxed them like her father had done when he caught her taking money from his wallet, or looking at herself in the mirror, or when she prayed for it all to stop. But she could not discern from which direction it came. She looked out the window once more and gasped at the sight of the piles of decomposing leaves, the gathering insects conjoining, multiplying, increasing exponentially for each second she watched. A branch, overgrown, stubbly, gnarled and knotted, hit the window, and the smallest of cracks appeared. The glass held for a second before splintering into shards and allowing the cold breeze to catch directly in the back of her open mouth.


  Slowly stepping backwards towards the bed, she watched the ivy creep through the broken window, probing, searching for her. Spiders crawled along its finger-like tentacles; earwigs soldiered past, dropped onto the carpet and scurried away.


  The door. I must get out. The world has gone mad…or am I mad? Have I always been mad? How could I forget the baby?


  For the first time since her teens, fear gripped her soul. She thought she’d left all that behind. That since (the baby) she had found peace. That when she had found the courage to let it go, to walk away from (the baby) harm, she would never feel terror, rage or despair again. She was supposed to be safe—she needed to be safe, even if she was forever cocooned inside this house, away from the dangers of the outside world, from the damage she could (cause) be subjected to. She was supposed to be safe.


  She reached the door: locked. It was never locked—a hangover from the days when she could not escape her mother’s wandering touch or her father’s fists. She could run, and she could get away—not every time, but sometimes—and it felt good to have that ability in her life so many years after (the baby) she last saw her parents, when they had both been taken away. Still, it was a habit she maintained; she hated being locked in her bedroom.


  What is that? A cat? A dog? Sharp nails rasped against the door, making the wood crack and splinter as the window had done, and she quickly turned away. She didn’t want to know what lay on the other side of the door—the partition between her and escape. For the first time since she’d read the letter, she noticed it on the floor and scooped it up, this malicious piece of gossip, this interminable intruder into her peace, her solitude. This was the cause; this was the disease she had allowed into her life, and it must pay.


  Spiders crawled over the carpeted floor, and she stamped down on those that dared to challenge her authority as mistress of this home. No escape, she rushed into the bathroom and, for the first time in many years, locked the door behind her. Panic rose in her throat, in the pit of her stomach, and it bubbled and burst like the pictures of Mount Etna she had obsessed over as a child. A dream of a life she had wanted—to be close to something that could destroy (her) a town, a city, and yet keep it for two thousand years along with the ghosts of its people, their space in time preserved for all to witness, to pore over like human sulphur and try to digest the enormity of being buried alive under all that volcanic ash, or burned, disintegrated molecule by atom by final scream goodbye, in the hot lava as it ran and boiled away the landscape to nothing.


  In the mirror above the marble sink, she studied her reflection through a thin layer of ghostly shadow laid down by cold steam as the bedroom door creaked and, with a heartbreaking snap, gave way. The scratching now started on the final barrier between her and this…what was this? Death? Nature reclaiming all she had taken? It was an insect rebellion, and she was going to be the first victim. Wiping the condensation away with her sleeve, she stared deeply into the reflection, and screamed.


  A spider, a small one, otherwise insignificant, crawled from her left nostril and ran innocently down towards her mouth where it stopped, quivering, on her top lip. She batted it away, slapping herself; she could no longer contain the terror that had built within.


  She continued to scream as more spiders fell from her nostrils and the first shoots of poison ivy crawled from her ears, wrapping around her neck, benignly at first, then choking her, pulling on her larynx, making it impossible to scream out for help. Even if someone was there, a saviour in the darkness, they would surely not hear her muted, strangled gasping.


  Her mind finally gave way; it snapped at the same time as the bathroom door cracked in two, large splinters of wood hitting her like arrows fired from a battlement, searing pain all down the side of her body that faced the door. In that moment, she did the only sane thing she could do; she smashed her head against the mirror repeatedly, and when the mirror shattered, she continued on the wall behind it until the silence came and peace returned. The last thing she felt as she sank into the void was a large bulbous spider’s abdomen burst in her mouth, and tiny creatures began to crawl down her throat.


  BREAK HERE


  
2.

  

  The Detective’s Tale of the Water


  I took the call from dispatch two days after her death. I had never met her, never heard of her, and from the description of the way she died—smashing her own skull out on her bathroom wall—I could only find pity for the woman and for the person whose peace and ignorance had matched my own thirty minutes earlier. What I was about to tell them was going to change their life.


  I waited on the wall by the ferry dock, a towering majesty crumbling in parts, echoes of a city that was bombarded by the fascists during World War Two because we, as an island race in the middle of the European and African coastlines, were valuable to their cause. My grandfather fought them; he fought in the skies and died on a foreign field that now seemed willing to abandon Malta again. My grandmother, then seventeen, deeply Catholic but carrying my mother in her belly, listened every night as the bombing shook Valletta—this island paradise that had once been the haven for knights and the playground for the rich. My grandparents had shared the agony of a city demoralised by successive waves of bombs and the threat of Italy and Germany descending upon her and raping her, ravaging her to the point of destruction. All of Malta had suffered; perhaps, in many ways, it still did.


  Before me, the ferry filled with workers who could not stand the bus commute out of Valletta, day-trippers and sightseers armed to the teeth with the prized possessions of their new place in the sun. The bric-a-brac, the decorative and the same old ornaments found in a million different places on Earth, all inscribed in the same quirky font, just bearing a different name. The sandwich boxes, the muffled-down work clothes, and even the odd dignitary whom I would keep an eye on if there was time today, making the most of the rather splendid form of transport that took you from the high rise of Valletta to the modern and crazy high rise of Sliema—coffee shops, department stores and boutiques that cannot afford the rent in the prime space the tiny capital holds. Beyond Sliema, the stunning St. Julian’s Bay, and onwards to the other ferry terminal that took you even further back in time to Gozo, or to that most natural of beauties, Comino.


  Not for the first time in my life, I wished I could call upon my friend and ask him to transport me out to the tiny island for the day and rest awhile on its pure sands where everybody sat almost on top of each other but with firm smiles of enjoyment plastered to their faces. I had never seen anybody even have an argument on the island, never seen anyone get tearful except for the small children who could not understand the reasons why three ice creams in one day is a bad idea and to whom having any sort of fruit was akin to a session in the torture chamber.


  My hand hovered above my coat pocket for a moment. I could make the call; I could be by the St. Julian’s Bay Hotel in less than an hour. The day still stretched before me, and Tony would greet me like an old friend. A few euros in his hand and he would drop me right by the jetty. An afternoon on the beach, no cares, no worries, no disturbing the doctor with this trouble. I could phone dispatch and tell them I’d run the errand tomorrow. After all, I knew the doctor reasonably well. He’d either be spending the day lecturing or sitting in his favourite part of The Pub watching tourists come and look at the place in which his cinematic hero died and thanking his own personal deity that he had not been able to join in that sadness of the day due to having his appendix removed…


  Or he’d be showing my ex-wife a good time out on his yacht, one that had barely moved a foot since the day he purchased it for far less than it was worth and which now safely bobbed up and down in the calm waters on the other side of Valletta, down in the Three Cities.


  I have a job to do. I remember thinking that, the day she left me for the doctor—my friend. Still my friend. After all, we both had British heritage in our soul and blood, his perhaps less certain before today. But looking at him, every inch of his body screamed out fatalistically I am British. I am a tea-loving lecturer. I take what isn’t mine and greedily want more. I cannot abide anything I don’t understand, and yet, outside of literature, my students and a bottle of expensive Chivas Regal, my only true love is this island to which I came when I ran away from everything else.


  I liked the doctor. I wished no harm on him—good luck with my ex-wife, I say. She was a manipulative bitch anyway, always there with the snide put-downs, with the glass always empty, never satisfied unless she was being treated like a queen. It only took a year of marriage for me to realise that the closest she would ever have come to royalty was back in the days when they employed people to wipe their arses. That always amused me; for all her airs and graces, she was nothing but a common shit-cleaner.


  But I liked the doctor. I told myself that every day. We’d known each other for the best part of thirty years, both having worked in the same small hotel, he whilst escaping his own past and running from his foster parents in deepest Buckinghamshire, me… Well, my father despaired of me ever following in his footsteps, and the owner said he would work me in the kitchens until my fingers bled and my heart ached long enough to buck my ideas up and stop running with a crowd that would prohibit me from joining the police force.


  The doctor and I were good for each other. A mutual bond of anger at the world developed into true friendship. Each time he sees him, my father proclaims him as the man who saved his son’s future, and it is hard to disagree with such a fact. Yet I know as sure as I sit on this wall, putting off the inevitable conversation with my friend, that I saved his life as well. He taught me there was more to causing destruction in my native land; that the road I was headed on would have had me in prison or dead by now. I taught him that it was all right to have a home; running away was not always the only option. My mother and father adopted him informally as one of their own and perhaps would have loved to have him stay with us—my sister would have certainly agreed, God rest her soul—but he was proud he’d stood up to his foster parents and made his way to the tiny island in search of peace. I don’t think he ever wanted to break the illusion and lose the comfort it afforded him.


  I recalled fondly those days in St. Paul’s Bay, the kitchen work, the endless monotony only broken by the Monday night off when we—the doctor, my sister and I—would head down the hill armed with a crate of beer and sit on the beach, a fire keeping us warm on the colder nights, the beer doing its trick the rest of the time. For two whole years we did that, and it was the best memory I had. My son’s birth intruded on the outskirts, perhaps, but my own rise through the police—even seeing my friend graduate from his studies—none of that came close to the day I was most proud of the doctor.


  All things end, even friendship, but we remained close. I knew there was a sadness to his life, one he made up for by sleeping with the best fuck in the islands—at least he never resorted to sleeping with his students. That was the doctor—always on the right side of discretion, the lesser of two evils. To be honest, I’d rather he took up with a twenty-two-year-old student, fresh, exciting, beautiful, than lower himself to sleeping with her; it was not borne out of jealousy, just loathing. Whenever I called round to see him, I’d invariably see her flaunting stages of undress while I communicated with my old friend. It was not an image I needed.


  As for the woman who’d died, he’d take it badly while she’d probably find a way to receive the news in her silkiest matching bra and knickers, her body glistening from lying on the boat all day and consuming different cocktails. What a bore that must be, to just drink and piss in the marina, the gun going off at its allotted hour and time for another toxic intoxicant.


  The woman who died, he certainly did not know her, though perhaps he’d dreamed of her and found his nightmares comforted by the insane distant memory of being abandoned by her. All this time not knowing…was it right to tell him finally, to put an image, now bloodstained, brain oozing down her life-ravaged face, her drug-addled mind scarred and pitted with years of abuse…was it right to tell him that she had been found? That his mother had been alive all these years in a home for the mentally unstable?


  It would break his heart. He would have to leave the island to sort out the details of her death and no doubt have to take my ex-wife with him—she would not turn down the chance to visit London for the first time. But then she would be away, and I could go to places and not think about her being there somewhere in the background, seductively giving a blow job to some stranger who found her irresistible.


  Thus, it was with a smile on my face that I realised I had to tell him, the man I called brother, who had kissed my sister, breathed life into her as he tried to save her from drowning in the waters surrounding St. Paul’s Bay, who had cut his hand and told me to do the same as we became blood brothers. I would tell him because it would offer me peace for a while. Hell, I would make the gesture of driving them both to the airport and wave them off.


  I held the phone in my hand. His name, my friend easily found in text if not in spirit, was below Tony and above our mutual friend William who ran our favourite restaurant, the son of the original owner who had worked us to the bone during two long years of penance and retribution forced upon us by a man who wanted no crime on his island. I would make the call to honour that conviction and hoped it would afford him the same peace.


  The sun was at its highest point. If I found him on the yacht then it would be quick, less messy. I had no intention of sitting there, staring at her figure whilst he absorbed the news. If he was lecturing, I would have to go to his home before he settled in for the night…I hoped I would find him in The Pub; it would make it so much easier to get drunk with him. Two old friends, a bottle of Scotch, Nathan entertaining visitors with the tale of the lost king of British acting who passed away in the corner one day and no doubt looking for the latest football score on the corner TV high above our heads.


  I dialled the number, not realising at that moment I had consigned the man to his fate. I could have walked away. I could have just left a text, a simple how are you and by the way… I could have got on the Sliema-Valletta ferry, jumped overboard halfway across, swam as far out to sea as my arms would take me and gone the same way as my sister, being kissed in the hope I would breathe. I could have done anything but call the number.


  The doctor answered the phone with an unexpected smile in his voice, and I concluded she wasn’t there, that he was doing what he loved best: teaching young minds the finer examples of British poetics, of how the world of Aemilia Lanyer and feminism are intertwined, of how Shakespeare’s Sonnet 71 was intrinsic to self-belief and would they care to join him later as he recounted tales of Chaucer and ate dates. For just a second, I believed that what I might impart—information that had been relayed to me via human voice and a selection of notes to my phone—would be taken with a devil-may-care attitude and fuck-them-all raise of the glass, his finest collection of whisky spent in a four-day marathon punctuated by tears I would not see.


  In the end, all was a lie; life was one great fib, a tale we told ourselves in order to believe we were honest and decent. My grandfather had died defending one island as he ran away from the crime of raping my grandmother; my father always knew I would turn out all right, I just needed to blow off steam; my sister died because I had egged her on to prove she could swim against the tide; my friend probably had sex with his students. He certainly couldn’t keep up with my ex-wife unless he had some tenderness somewhere, and nobody had ever said a bad word against him or me. I still wanted her, that glistening body, bronzed and beautiful, seductive poison. Lanyer might have defended Eve, but I wanted to be destroyed by her and validated as a human being.


  Life was a series of connected lies. Here, on the wall below the great stone houses and apartments of Valletta where knights once resided; where I looked upon the distant communication tower and imagined young holidaymakers causing not-so-serious trouble; where, somewhere between Comino and Malta, my friend Tony closed his eyes and took in the sway of his motorboat; where, behind me, in the old capital, a Maltese songbird recited her poetry for her tutor whilst he cried silently for a past he never knew…the lies of our existence, of our short, flammable life on Earth, festered and grew like a web full of spiders.


  His voice remained bright for a moment. He had indeed been teaching—a session on British Beat Poetry and a discussion on why Liverpool was always going to be the Renaissance. He had been motivated, he said, to go over old works he had long neglected since other desires had got in the way. Jokingly, I asked her name, this new inspiration, and I thought he said Caroline, but the word was lost in the dense fog of the ferry and its passengers leaving the dock.


  It was a word I would forget; it didn’t matter anymore. I told him I had an important message to pass on, something delicate, he must be free to take it in. Would it be better to come to the house tonight? Strangely, he replied no; he was leaving the university grounds now, anyway, and had intended to see Marco, the broker of many a boat purchase in the island, but that could wait.


  “The Pub,” he said. “I shall meet you at The Pub—get in a pint of Guinness and a full bottle of Glenfiddich. It sounds serious enough to take the rest of the day off.” With that, he put the phone down, and all was silent in the Valletta town.


  I picked myself up off the wall. The ferry was now halfway across the seamless, forgiving bay, and the visitors, tourists and vagabonds began to look insignificant to the world. The hardest afternoon of my life so far was upon me. I felt as if I were going to bury a friend, cremate his virtue to the gods and whisper in the eulogy that this was indeed the death of poetry, that the time of such pleasant agony was now forever in the lap of those who would never understand and could only surmise what the author meant.


  I turned away from the harbour, from the bay and the thoughts of an afternoon spent on the small golden beach of Comino, my own interest in poetry guided by the tawdry and unromantic, save for the line written in earnest by Dylan Thomas: Rage, rage against the dying of the light. I was about to kill a man with the power of illumination.


  BREAK HERE


  
3.

  

  The Doctor’s Ongoing Tale


  I lied. I lied to my friend, and more than likely he’ll know if I do something stupid in the next couple of hours. I have to make sure I cover my tracks, that my story fits, until I can leave. There’s a thought. In a way, it’s fortuitous; I now have to leave. I can put the last year behind me, get out of the mess I’m in and return…to what? To home? England was never that for me. It’s a place of foster homes, neglect, social head-screws and unwanted attention, yet back to that island I must go, to see what remains of my old life, for being here in Malta with my best friend’s wife, caught in the entanglement of love, will destroy me.


  He always said, when the beer flowed, or when he swirled my best Scotch around his mouth as if he were a connoisseur, a true lover of the peaty aftertaste, that it would happen one day. Yes, he’s a good detective, yes, he’s my best friend, but I could have poured him cheap blended whisky, the kind that makes a great Christmas gift for the alcoholic in your life, where the vapour that rises from the bottle when you unscrew the cap alone can strip the taste buds and rot your guts out at the same time. Blended whisky, the cheap and nasty kind, is not even worth brushing your teeth with.
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