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I am not the author of the text. It came into my possession by chance. 

That, of course, is not entirely true. 

The papers were sent to me because other publishers wouldn’t touch it and I had published some stories, some academic philosophy texts and my profile on Twitter (now closed) was violently anti-Brexit and anti-Brexiteers. I am just a jobbing philosopher, not on the political food chain at all. I had contact with publishers outside the UK. I had written an article, a while ago, on Plato’s enigmatic phrase about fearing the wolf and feeding the shepherd.

These circumstances seemed important to the real author.

The manuscript was proposed as a social study, a popular non-fiction book. It was and still is mostly notes. I corresponded with the real author for a time, but then that line of communication fell. Went dead, as it were. He or she had been secretive about his or her identity. I had no way of contacting them to complete the project.

I still couldn’t believe its contents. I was told it was a true statement of facts, that all the documents were authentic. I remember the murders at the time. We all remember the political violence. But, it was just too fantastical. 

I don’t have time to check the facts. Nor the sources. Nor the seemingly official documents sent to me. There is more than a whiff of conspiracy here. But Brexit is one of those events of which language just gets in the way. When one tries to explain it, we change what happened. A story might be the best way to approach it.

I offer it, for all these reasons, as fiction. I offer it because ten years have passed. The names have been changed. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. And all that. It is offered as a story, nothing more.

DR

To: ________@gmail.com

CC: ________@outlook.com

Date: 14.9.

Subject: Wifi finally

“Ours is a time of dissolution. It is the end of the process of the dissolving of time when, many years ago, a demand was made on our civilization that it, like so many before it, could not satisfy.”

(Or) 

“Civilization is like salt placed in water. And ours is the age when forces have warmed that water but this manuscript goes back to the time when that dissolution began.”

What do you think about the openings for my first serious opinion piece? I need to have it ready for when I get back. Which is better? I think both are a bit pretentious but you’ve met the editor! (He hates exclamation marks, so that is an indulgence.)

Anyway, I am back at the airport, waiting to get on a plane. I’m looking forward to seeing you, but I am not sure I want to talk when I get back. Not for a bit. That is probably why I am writing to you. That and it is the first time I have had wifi.

The queues for non-EU travellers are long and impatient. I have sat down after security, two hours to spare, and want to work out these thoughts from my notes whilst the memory is fresh. I’ll put them in an email to you so I have them when I get back and you won’t feel the need to ask too many questions. 

I look at the manuscript on my lap. It is mostly a collection of extracts of an unpublished novel. Not published because the genre is wrong. We can recognise the hard-boiled detective in embryonic form, that one pulling in lower and lower ratings each season on Netflix, but here that character is female. She must have changed it to a man when the first novel came out. The character is different, though. There is a hardness, a nearness—I know it is now a nearness having met her—that meant she abandoned the character. However, the story is complete, bolstered by photocopies of police reports, emails, messages and newspaper articles she had collected and glued in. A craftbook of horror. 

How I came upon the notes, the manuscript, is of itself a tale. I shall come to that. First, though, I need to order my own notes. I have been making it into a coherent whole for when I get back. Telling you how I got the manuscript, and how I got from there to here and how I hope to get back again. 

Travel, as well all know, is not easy beyond the borders of the island. Or even north or west within it anymore. It used to be so much easier. Stuck on an island floating further and further away from the centre of things. My visa was backed by a wealthy proprietor, well the daughter of one, since her father had just died. She was choosing to push her newspaper in the direction her father had resisted. That was what she had said in that office, all downcast eyes and soft words, but we knew she needed answers. So before I can talk about the woman in Italy, I must talk about the girl. She would have been fifteen or sixteen in 2016 when I, like her stepsister would have been twentytwo. 

I knew the request was all because of her stepsister, we all did. The stepsister was a child produced by a shared father but not the same mother. The victim was the daughter of the all too young ex-rock star's wife. Her sister was at the centre of the butchering at the university dorm halls in one of those senseless, sporadic explosions of violence common in the twentytens. I did my research. It was all rumour. The killings obscured the truth. The broadsheets had put them down to resentful male; a boy no longer sure of his place in a world which was changing colour and gender. The tabloids blamed drink, drugs and social media. 

No one mentioned her stepsister’s name, but it hung like vapour in the room.

The stepsister was convinced there was more to it and the whole event was linked to the other murders of 2015 and 2016, the series of crimes we all knew about and had come to take on the veneer of myth. She said the detective at the time thought differently to the official story, or at least my editor told me this. No one else was convinced because of the disappearance of the girl beforehand. The kidnapping, the media circus, the woman detective who became an author. And then the murder. 

I was called to the editor's office. He was a pinstriped, loosely amalgamated balloon of sweat inflated by privilege and an Eton accent. She, petite and vulnerable, precise and bland, sat in the corner. She said only necessary words, hard and cold, throughout the whole interview. His patronising clear cut vowels and slurred consonants dominated the information.

I had expected the call. I had seen all the other, more senior journalists called in one by one. No one wanted to touch the story. It was career suicide. You never went back to 2016. You ignored it ever happened. The world couldn't go back. The role of a journalist on this paper was to celebrate what was to come, as the streets filled with the homeless and the poor. Those near next years which, we were told, would be better. Much better. Soon. At the same time, no one read our newspaper, no one cared except ears in Westminster pulled this way and that by the wishes of a late proprietor.

No one believed it. But the journalists knew how to make money: they had to get on TV. And you didn't get on TV by going back to 2016. You had to go forward.

The windows were closed in the office. No doubt because she was all bones, angular, almost anorexic which just made his skin blotchier, redder.

The murders of 2015 and 2016 were never really solved. I knew the rumours but rumours can be sued. I knew about the super injunctions, but journalists couldn't go there. I could go there. If I didn’t, my future was going to be nothing but a long line of how to lose weight, how to satisfy your man, how to have the perfect family fluff pieces, until, in some distant future, they gave me a piece in the education supplement. Perhaps. Probably about toddlers and how much childcare costs. I looked at the quiet woman. She was looking at me. We could have been twins, even if there was a difference of five years. Mousey, small, uninteresting to men such as the editor. 

I looked out through the glass wall at more aggressive men, banging desks violently and butting heads. The pack. The jokes, the voices too loud, the suits worn badly and the stench of cheap cologne and stale beer.

I'd do it. But we need to go back to the original detective, the author, I stated. "Where is she now?" I asked.

"Italy." 

"And how do I get there?" I asked.

"It is all arranged. All arranged," some of the few words the small, mousey woman—wealthier than ninety percent of the country—said.

Then, I had said goodbye to you with little explanation and in two breaths was turning off the recording on my phone and pulling the headphones out of my ears as the plane descended on Fiumicino. Then, time slowed: passport took forever. The line for the outside EU may be the shortest, but the slowest. I watched with some resentment as all the other nationalities flowed through unhindered. The officer looks at the blue passport with disdain and scans it. I show him the visa I had obtained for work and I am through. I only have hand luggage so I am on a train immediately. The train is not one of the shiny fast ones to Milan, Paris or Berlin, but an old rickety engine seemingly rolling south and back in time to the left behinds. 

I arrived at a station called Monte San Biagio and had to wait an hour for a bus. There are no taxis. People understand enough English for me to get my point across. I used French out of shame, not wanting to be branded another ignorant English person, but my accent is so bad that they assumed I was talking English anyway.  

The bus took forty minutes and climbed ever upwards. I saw animals from the windows and asked an old lady what they were. I pointed and she said something, adding “Pigs. Wild pigs,” when I looked at her blankly.

The Lenola bus drops you at the curve of the road the underneath the village. From there, a single road—just wide enough for a Fiat 500 or two Vespas—leads up to a small square. It is rumoured that you can get off the bus at the top of the main village, at the main square and descend through the old town, all crumbling steps and blind alleys. It is also rumoured that there are many strangers still lost in those labyrinthine streets and alleys, those Escher sketched stairways which seem to go up and yet take you down. 

The road is steep, ridiculously steep, and my calves hurt after a few steps. Anciently decrepit ladies, hooded and dressed in black, three foot tall, shrunken and elated at the daily visit to the cemetery, lap me as I stumble, short of breath between hollowed out rubble, broken stone houses and refurbished villas. Between one light grey stone wall and the next, olive groves resolutely remain from before the attempt to build on hill sides. Their delicate silver leaves playing the piano in the warm breeze. My senses are overloaded by the  sweet smell of flowers, blanketed in the taste of dry earth on my tongue and chorused by a thousand cicadas trying to seduce each other. I wish I knew the name of the flowers, someone cleverer than me, better educated, would identify them from their perfume. I would have to look them up on the internet, then I could pretend I knew.

The sun was a pale disc, low in the evening sky, seemingly poorly stuck onto the opaque blue background. It had stopped whipping at my skin and the warmth now came just from the slight breeze that blew like a hair dryer against my progress. No clouds bothered coming out to play today. 

The road finally opened up on the small square. The bar across the street was populated by old men, small beers in hand, playing cards loudly. They sat in the small shadows cast by awnings, walls and red tiled rooves. There were shouts and exaggerated arm waving, but the more I stood and watched, the more I realised it was part of the game. It was a performance, an act played each day for the benefit of no one. The violence and danger of foreign streets, told to me by my parents and my TV since my earliest days, was not to be found unless I forced it. These were just old men playing games in the late afternoon sun. Their voices, contrary but agreeable, carried on the wind, the words mere sounds to me, the banging on the table interpreted as play not violence.

The old people passed each day to read the funeral and obituary signs posted haphazardly on the walls of the school. They were mostly young deaths. The old seemed to pass seventy and go on forever in this town.

The barman when asked about her pointed to the green gates on the left, wrought iron badly painted and two rather gauche stone eagles on pedestals either side. 

To the side was the small chapel, no bigger than a box room, the altar no more imposing than an Ikea desk. You would miss it as a church if it were not for the large cross nailed crookedly to the back wall. Two pictures of a saint with a dog and one of Mary hung on the walls. 

I realised I was standing in the scene of her first story. The short novella that had made her name when turned into a Netflix episode, before she became synonymous with her male detective. The chapel wasn’t consecrated, even if saints continued to squat there. I imagined the liberating Tunisian mercenaries she described coming across the two SS officers vainly praying and two gunshots from my imagination echoed around these small walls. I looked down, behind the altar, finding the  two small holes, a space apart, in the marble. I placed my finger in and massaged gently the smoothness, pulling it out, pushing it in.

The gates creakingly scolded me as they began to open.

The driveway of the house was long and overgrown. It was impossible to say when the land lost its innocence and became private, where the house actually began but the shadows embraced me, invited me in and sheltered me. The house crept out of the hedges and trees, pushing aside the leaves to reveal an old, wooden green door. I gladly used the old brass knocker to announce my arrival. It opened slowly and my eyes struggled with the difference in contrast between the light outside and the dark inside. A single eye, what I would later understand to be a common Neapolitan, silver blue in colour, peered at me. Half a face, an angled cheek bone, long black hair, and half a set of lips made for both mothering and kissing. We stood there for a while: me half in, half out; door half open, half closed; her half present, half absent. The door opened fully, but she was gone. I was left under the unapologetic sun, staring into an uninviting, empty hallway that hungrily consumed the light.

I followed her in and found her round the back and outside, sitting on a sofa under the dusk sun. Cicadas were finishing their song as the temperature began to fall. There were some sandwiches and crisps plus a jug of spritz on the table. She spoke, “The bar opposite the house gave us these. He likes England and football. You may have seen him: a tall, taciturn guy, the bar has an Aston Villa pendant on the wall.”

“Aston Villa?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she took a gulp of spritz, “I have never asked him about it. He is actually an Inter fan,”

She told me of a place renting rooms. It was in the old part of town. No young people. Only very old people. Then she added, as an afterthought, I could stay with her. There are enough rooms in the house. 

The moon had appeared in the dusk sky. It shone through the trees more powerfully than the sun which had begin to set. People peered at me from behind blinds in houses that overlooked our terrace. They are nervous, she told me. Some children had gone missing, you’ll see the signs on walls, next to the funeral notices.

“So why here? Why this village?” I asked.

“Are we starting the interview now?” she asked, “I know my publisher has told me to do it. Something about my advance. Seems my publisher and your boss are the same person.”

“I think she wants to know what happened, what really happened, to her stepsister. I think you should understand that.”

“Why me?”

I wanted to say your son, after what happened to your child, but I did not mention him. Her editor had insisted on it when I had phoned him to get some background details. The silence began to sink in and I felt I was losing her, so I quickly changed subject, “Did you buy this place?”

“Yeah, right. Novelists don’t make anywhere near that money and my redundancy from the Force was risible. No, some distant relatives had this place which was going to ruin and they could not keep it going. There are too many owners for it to be sold, Christ I own fifteen percent of it.  I live here and keep it in order as they die off one by one. For them it stays in the family and is looked after a bit. I had little choice. I saw the way things were going.... I could see the writing on the wall. It was coming. The charter city set up round Newcastle, the newly imported American police force approach and the cuts to public services. My name didn't help, too foreign sounding, post-referendum. I should have taken my ex-husband's but then I only had settled status. They were talking about barring us from public positions, so I - like so many others - upped and left. A few years before the borders really came back down.”

“So, Italy? Is it better than home?”

“Where isn’t! Time flows differently here. If ebbs and flows, slow and fast. An afternoon can be infinitely long, or an evening will pass in a second. I like it here.”

Her face was handsome, angular and I could discern it had once been softer, as though warmth had been frozen out. She had lost weight in Italy, she added pushing her boobs together,  "Perhaps the diet here, something genetic, using oil rather than butter. My Italian has improved as well, a child of emigrants, my accent was a bit off when I came back."

I knew when she had come. Shortly after the case, she had quit the Force, had written a prize-winning story and relocated to Italy on an Italian passport where she enjoyed quite a bit of success with her novels, all under the pseudonym of Welsh, about the gritty Manchester detective, Jon Lord who plays keyboards in a band at the weekends. I was a fan. And I could use this to get an interview piece out of the dead end story I had been forced to chase.

“Why do you write under the pseudonym of Jackie Welsh?”

“On the Force, they used to call me Sophie Loren because of my Italian looks. They used the nickname, Fat Soph.” She said it was men, a man's world, and they lacked imagination. She was Italian, so Sofia Loren, and she had boobs, rather than the stick insects they saw on TV and in music videos, so fat. Pretty innocuous, but everyday. Like the potato jokes for the young constable called Colm, the cricket and curry references for Amir, and bacon sandwiches for Zain, It was innocuous but incessant. “A constant joke at anyone who wasn’t male, bald and white. Anyone the slightest bit different.”

“But how do you get to Jackie Welsh?”

“Publisher said my name was too linked to the events, but he’d make it known who I was. I floated the idea of Sophie Laurren, but he wanted something more English, don’t know why. He mentioned as a child, he’d always got Sophie Loren and Raquel Welch mixed up, even if one was Italian and the other Mexican, so I offered Jackie Welsh and he liked it. Difference, eh?”

“Are you English or Italian now?“

She shrugged, "My background was Italian, but distantly so. At home, Italian. On the street, secondary modern. Fags at the busstops, fights in the park and kissing in the bushes, all to a soundtrack of the Cure, Paul Weller and the Levellers, and to the taste of chips wrapped in newspapers. The first time I tasted Earl Grey was at uni. Some boy, from a better family than my own who pretended he had wanted a real uni experience to explain why he was slumming it at the only place to offer me a place. He said it was to avoid Russell group idiots but ultimately he was just a bit dim and only interested in getting into my pants. I only went to uni because there were rumours about fees being introduced and I wanted something for free. Nothing was really planned.”

“So you feel English?”

“God knows what I am. It was easier pre-Brexit, duck,” she said pouring more spritz into our glasses and opening a bottle of red. Her accent was so English and northern. Calling to it like a forgotten land from under the trees of Lazio, Bett Lynch on steroids and after the first morning fag. She had chosen to work in a city where everyone called you pet, but she stuck obstinately to her manc roots and called everyone duck.

"What did her parents think about you joining the police after uni? If you’re okay talking about them after their accident."

"The accident was just after I joined the force in 1998. They died in 2000 in a car accident. It happens. My dad was a bit of a fascist, in that non committal Italian way, so he was happy enough. He loved Ronnie Barker in Porridge, but I was not sure he understood it. But the comedy broke through the lack of language. My mum was quiet. She had been worried about me joining, but it was a fixed post, gold dust to Italian parents, with a pension and I got in on graduate entry so not bad pay from day one."

"You graduated with a degree in media studies, criminology and semiotics from Northumbria. How does that lead to the police?”

“Done your research, have you duck? Criminology. I got a post with forensics and then moved on to the murder squad.”

“And no one knows who you are here?” I asked, “Not one person has recognised you?”

“Not many know at home, to be sure, I was rarely on the TV nor was I a high level politician where most of the interest lay. I was just a plodding, incompetent cop and they referred to us in the collective, not the singular.”

“But you were interviewed a few times, your face was shown on the six o’clock news.”

“A couple of times, no more.”

“But the guy in the bar, down the road, he called you the English cop. Not the writer, but the cop.”

She sighed, “Okay, so one person recognised me and gossip and rumour have the legs of a hare here. They run away from you as soon as one person realises anything. and they only have to leap from one person to about three hundred for the whole village to know.”

“So they all know who you were?”

“More or less,” and she paused for a long time. Too long for comfort. When I, the younger woman did not ask anything more, but just stared at her, she finally conceded and continued, “It was one of those days, the many days here, when the sky was absent. Instead an islandless blue sea spread above me. I was out walking, in the forest, those trees, you can see them over there on top of that mountain.”

I followed her finger and saw a rocky, bare mountain with a road and above the road a thin flow of green trees, seemingly painted by an unsteady hand in a haphazard way.

She went on, “I was on my own, just walking in the national park. A black dog followed me at a distance. Stalking me in a friendly way. As you walk, the floor is littered with shotgun shells: little red plastic covers and, if you didn't know, you would think they were the remains of a child’s toy, the sort of thing you get free with a chocolate egg. If you did not know, you would  curse their parents for not teaching them to pick up their litter. But they are not. They are the remains of death. The shell of an explosive wrapped around lead pellets which spread out like an angry swarm of expeditious flies. You don't need accuracy with such a gun, just point it in the general direction and pull the trigger. The downside is that they rarely kill anything big, only birds and the like. 

“And that was my worry. I heard in the trees higher up the  hillsider, a snort and the sound of branches and hard ground being broken under impact. I looked up and saw a boar. There are many in these woods, tufts of ugly hard  hair on taut brown muscle, its tusks short but threatening. I froze, but had a tree in my vision ready to spring and climb. The animal fixed me, held me in its eyeline until three piglets, small, tiny and cute bounded across the improvised path. They did not care, did not notice me but the mother stayed staring for what seemed like five whole minutes after they had gone. Then she snorted and turned.

“I decided that was when I should come back, but as I took a few steps backwards keeping my eyes on the path the boars had taken, I felt my boot catch something, I assumed a root, and I fell banging my head on a hard root.

“The carabinieri’s first question, the same question I would have asked, ‘Was there a struggle?’” I remember shaking my head with a rag held firm against the back of my skull. Blood tainting the white cloth.

“See, watching out for the boars I still hadn’t seen what I had tripped over and when I was awoken, by the carabinieri and the guy from the bar who had found me, hence how he loves to tell my story to strangers, I saw the corpse for the first time. 

“It was the detective who arrived after about half an hour from the town in the valley who recognized me. Cute, greying and, like all Italians, perfectly dressed. I have no idea how they can keep their jackets on in the heat. It was clear the carabinieri didn’t like the police and vice versa, like those American dramas where different forces think they are in charge.

“It was obvious he knew who I was when he asked if I had seen this before; if I was familiar with such wounds. It had occurred to me as well. The carabinieri and he spoke quickly together, too quickly for me to follow, but it was the uniformed officer who saw too much of a coincidence in the find. He began accusing me.

“I myself was worried. The corpse was harassed by flies. The face turned to the side looking away. Same mauling, same tears in the flesh. I recognised the death before me. The detective was more sober, prepared to believe in the patterns we often find in life. I had given up on patterns and they were the reason for my becoming a detective all those years ago.

”’Do you know this person?’ he asked. Subtle, my response would tell him much. He was good at his job, as good as I had been at my job.”

“And?” I asked.

“And nothing. I had an alibi, the guy had been dead for days.”

“That reminds me. I was reading the first witness statement on the train down here. The one they found in the street after closing.”

“He wasn't the first victim. I remember how it started, with a killing we wrote down as an accident.... And the discovery in the wIlds of Northumbria - no homicide police or detectives, so we were seconded from Newcastle. They found more and more bodies after the case was closed. Washed up in the river, in barred up homes on the council estates. All over.”

“Were they all the Brexit murders?” I asked, genuinely interested. 

“Don’t call them the Brexit murders. Brexit was a symptom of the time, as were the murders. The one was not the cause of the other. Anyway, it is pointless to just tell you the facts. They don’t reveal anything. Especially not about the girl. I wrote a novel once which never saw the light of day. I have never even shown it to my new publisher. Sometimes there are truths that are missed when we just compile facts and dates and I think this is one. It is probably about time I let someone read it. It is mostly accurate, but I did write it as a novel, my first, so beware that there may be embellishments and slight dramatic changes, but they too are part of the truth you are trying to find.”

She went into the house and then dropped a large manuscript, bound by cord, in front of me. 

“That might answer your questions, her stepsister’s questions. And it might not. You know how in films and on TV, when the main suspect narrates to the detective, how it is all in flashback, structured, not at all like how one would confess at all. It is a crafted story. I never understood that. Until I tried to tell myself this story, until I tried to make sense of it all. The manuscript that forms part of the narrative - it was meant to be my  first novel...”

“Meant to be?”

“Yes, I met a man at a party in London after being awarded the prize for the story. A publisher. I explained what I was writing, he gave me a name to send it to at his publishing house. At the time—and, to be honest,  it still is—it was mostly fragments written in response to prompts at writing club, you know a character in danger, a choice to be made, an inner monologue, but I was weaving them into an overall narrative.”

I did not know how to respond. I was surprised to learn that she had joined a group given her taciturn nature and blurted out, “You went to a writing club?”

“Yeah, I joined to meet possible lays. I assumed it was where you went when you were nearing fifty and the bars and clubs were off limits. You know, join pottery if you are a lesbian; baking and cooking classes if you are gay; and writing if you go both ways. That was where I wrote the story mostly and these fragments,” she paused, “It is fiction, you must remember that. It is fiction. But sometimes, the truth can only be approached through fiction, sometimes facts do not do it justice.”

I did not respond and she continued, “But the publishers after initial interest, warned me off. It seemed there was someone at his London club who knew someone who intimated legal action. Offered me a deal if I kept the character but changed the story.”

After a silence in which I tentatively massaged the manuscript between us, her voice became abrupt, “You can spend the night and then be on your way tomorrow. Visit Rome, it is unmissable, and when you get back tell that small slip of a girl who now owns your paper that I have done my interview, if she’d be nice enough to release the advance for the next book.”

She tipped us both a glass of wine and noisily crunched a crisp. “The only thing I miss is salt n’ vinegar crisps. Oh, and maybe scotch eggs.”  I noticed that half the bottle had already gone.

I slept badly in a front room. I heard nothing from hers and only worrying animal sounds from the wood below. At one point, I stood on the window balcony and looked at the chapel which seemed to glow in the moonlight and I heard Arabic voices and a slow, deep growl.

I left first thing in the morning and did not see her. I hoped the papers under my arm would make up for the lack of a proper interview. The bus was an hour late. 

On the plane, I opened the manuscript and realised it was not just fictional episodes as she had said, but was made up of reports, emails, letters and other documents, as though she had deliberately left her research in as validation of what she had written. 

It began with a letter:


Dear Ms. Laurren,



Thank you for your patience as we considered your novel.  Unfortunately, it does not seem right for us.



Due to the volume of manuscripts we receive and the pressure of other business, it is impossible for us to go into particulars.  Please do not take this rejection as necessarily a reflection on your work; we can accept fewer than one percent of the manuscripts submitted to us.



Best of luck in another market.



Sincerely,




––––––––
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Yet, underneath that rather bland and general rejection was a scrawled note in freehand. The name did not match the commissioning editor, but shared a surname with the publishing house. It read:


If you ever mention this note in public, I shall deny it completely and a social media campaign will be unleashed. Not by me, I might add. Released to undermine its validity and your own reputation. However, I am a huge fan of the story you published and won the prize for and I earnestly loved the fragments of the novel you submitted, especially the principal character who demands a TV series. She just can’t be in this story. I should very much like to read about her more (or “him”, have you thought about changing gender?) and include my own personal email below for you to send any follow up novel. Move away from the horror to a softer whodunnit genre, would be my advice. The only problem with this manuscript and the overall story was, and I choose my words carefully here, a certain resonance it had with persons with whom I share social space.



Publishing is a small world and your manuscript had already been passed by my editors to a few other presses and was widely discussed at the gentleman clubs over lunch. Oddly, those not usually interested in the publishing business except as a way to reward cronies and perhaps put their own views across, took a keen interest in it. Your pseudonym was quickly cast aside and we were told who you were. As a work of fiction, I wanted to publish this story. When I knew who you were, I perceived it as a goldmine.



However, there were certain figures who warned us off publishing it. Figures who do not feature in the press except in the background when politicians talk and also a rather famous TV channel owning immigrant. Very similar to your character who appears around the halfway mark. I just wanted to let you know that your writing has been appreciated and you have a talent. There are, as always, reasons below the surface why things are the way they are though. 



I look forward to your next story and have written my personal email below.



I am boarding now, so will send this and fill you in when I get home.

Love and kisses,

Editor’s comment.

On opening the manuscript at home and trying to organise it into some sort of coherent whole, I have found that it is not always easy. Jackie Welsh had underplayed the fragmentary nature of the story and she did not inform me that many of the excerpts were just exercises for her creative writing class: write a conversation between two strangers, do a horror scene, an unexpected twist, base a piece on a work of art and so on. The rest seems to be a mixture of official documents, emails, diary entries and I wonder where she could have accessed some of the documents. There is a possibility they may be fabricated, or are works of fiction for her narrative.

That would be the simplest explanation given what they contain.

The editor who seemed to suggest it had been pulled for political reasons was being understated. But then I have doubts that what I have before me was what she sent to him. I can’t believe that she would have thought it was ready to share or that he thought it expressed potential for serious writing.

That all raises a difficulty in gauging the authenticity of the text. On the one hand, it suggests it is pure fabrication. On the other, if there is another, more fictional manuscript out there, then it would suggest this has more truth hanging on to it like tatty jewellery on a cheap whore. I am aware she had either been playing a game with me, or using me.

All this wouldn’t have been a problem if the original plan had remained the only plan. An article for the newspaper to show I can write serious pieces and earn a friend in the proprietor. But my twin sold up, used her Australian passport and escaped as the island went to the dogs. I was back on thigh gaps and side boob duty within a week from my return.

And then Jackie Welsh’s odd death happened a few months after my visit: the silver candlestick, the asphyxiation, the scurrilous tabloid claims of a sex game. The articles were ubiquitous, odd for a non-celebrity, linked to a series of crimes, mostly forgotten, from years ago. 

The motivation to publish came from a conversation with her ex-husband, her only real living relative. I had given him the manuscript. I thought it was right. He was a nervous mouse of a man. I had imagined an aggressive alcoholic, giving her a noble motivation to leave. But he was indistinct, a member of the crowd. Not at all what I had expected. He apologised continually.  But he had, a few weeks later, phoned me and asked if I could find a publisher. According to him, it exonerated her. I didn’t see how.

For me, it offered a way out of fluffy lifestyle pieces. I mention that now since I do not want the authenticity of what is offered here to have a further layer of doubt. I need it to be a success, but I have been as faithful to the text as I could have been, constrained only by the duty of intelligibility. 

Given what follows, I doubt the reader will let all that slide. That is his, her or their decision.

Extract from unfinished novel

They were the worst of times. 

The dark in late March still comes quickly and ferociously in Newcastle. It descends when you turn your back and think you have finished your day, like the bell of the school or the horn in the factory. It sweeps the bitter cold in from the river and sweeps the people out from the streets. Some days, the sun refuses to rise, hiding beneath the horizon as though it were a thin, dirty duvet to wrap around its head and shut out the world. Spring waits in this part of the world.

And there are days when you can no longer ignore the deep slash running the length of the country, when the attempt to ignore that rabid animal attack on its throat is impossible. The claw marks right down the middle render insufficient the supply of blood to its extremities and the choking body politic begins to convulse like an imminent, purifying corpse. And Newcastle is an extremity. These are the days when you see the wound running down the street, throwing individuals into tribes and packs that they had never wanted to join. When what was once a functioning, healthy body, became wounded beyond relief.

And our heroine is prowling the bars. 

She catches her reflection in the bar’s long ornate mirror. Wrinkles around the eyes carrying a wisdom into her face; the high cheekbones, the dark, dark hair falling over one eye, promising a depth to anyone who would talk to her. She arches her back and reads the red busk typed word Maiden across her chest, communicating more about her than a thousand descriptions could. She uses the reflection like a hunter, to scan the faces behind her: men, women, animals all. 

But she is not the only one prowling this evening. 

Across the city there is a low guttural growling, a rhythmic gait that passes from shadow to shadow, hidden in the corners and the alleys, watching the shambling, rambling soulless body of late night revellers as they weave and zigzag, risking death as buses roar by at high speeds. The narrowed eyes watch the bodies like a hunter: men, women, humans all. 

She looks out of the window at the victims of the political mauling, a mauling began way back in the eighties and carried through, until they were zombies, without souls, the hope squeezed out of them like a death rattle. Just like the undead though, there was something growing underneath, being birthed and no one knew yet what creature would emerge when the festering wounds would pretend, through silence and the semblance of humanity, to be healed. 

You can smell the blood on the streets. More disquieting, like an almost imperceptible audible rush, you can sense it below the streets. 

Saturday night. 

The streets around Grainger Street were once exclusive. The buildings—an architectural revolution of the Georgian era to sweep away the timber, wooden and backward mediaeval streets of Newcastle and bring it, uncomfortably, against its will, into the sooty, noisy industrial era -—looked down disapprovingly on the crowds beneath them. The rough, latent violence of the northern outpost, its general vibration of ever present readiness as the frontier of the civilised world, remained a latent underbelly of the city itself. There was the very present possible outbreak of violence or sex on its streets. Often both at once. The city had a rampant, uncontrollable id. It was unsure whether it had an ego but it sure as hell had never developed a conscience. Life was short, a bit nasty and often in a nice way, brutal.

The wealthy had long since moved out into the leafy streets and villas of Jesmond with its high ceilings and less aggressive life. The centre had long been surrendered to the forces of chaos and swam, delightedly, in these. As outposts go, the invaders arrived but rarely stayed. Crowds of fancy dressed Dutch revellers, a few tall and beautiful Scandotrash, the loud and chatty north Africans, and the calm, shisha smoking Muslims. Amongst them crawled the drunk, stocky, angry troglodytes of the natives. They were naked in the cold night air; tits out, fags lit, arms and tattoos out, buzz cut on, short-sleeved shirt pressed and shiny shoes on to get into clubs. Knives, hormones and resentments were all on show. Here and there, one or two groups of uni students, looking to rough it, but uneasy, uncertain, unsure, wanting to go back to Osbourne Road where the shouting was less confrontational, more inviting.

She watches them. 

And the narrow eyes watch them.

She watches them pass by as she sits in the window of the bar down on Grey Street. She teaches the barman here to make a better negroni. He notices her manc accent, an outsider but he also catches how she says negroni. She too has come from further, he thought. She says nothing. About how she had come to the city to pass through, how her family had come to the country to pass through, how the passing through had been blocked when her parents had gone home, leaving her an orphan, and then dying in a car crash, leaving her a double orphan. 

The barman would have listened to this. He would have asked her whether she was, or felt, Italian or British, and she would have never felt more Italian than when Cameron, stood outside number ten, all misplaced Eton worldview leaking from him like snot, and nostalgic blindness for a world that no longer belonged to him or his class, and declared that the country would decide. They would decide for her. Suddenly, her, who had been part of this country, its cosmopolitan joy and cultural soup of the nineties, had never felt more other, more Italian, more excluded. The democratic will would not be hers as she was not allowed a say because she had never bothered to get a passport. There had never been a need.  

She likes to think the barman would flirt with her if she begins to tell him stories about herself. The fact she is at least fifteen years his senior would not stop him from finding an interest in her, wanting her, desiring her. That way she would not have to hunt. 

But she says none of these things. Nor how she was born in Italy, schooled in Manchester and marooned in Newcastle. How she felt that if before she was a child of everywhere, now she is a child of nowhere.
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