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‘Is insincerity such a terrible thing? I think not. It is merely a method by which we can multiply our personalities.’


Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray







   


Prologue



Jason, 1978


Here is the boy.


A seven-year-old, pale as milk and scrawny as his big sister is stout. And small enough, still, to wriggle onto his mam’s lap or into the snug of her arm.


‘Can you see them?’ she asks, as they hang off the harbour, eyes fixed on the shallows. ‘Look, there!’


Jason looks and spies a flicker of silver, then another – a whole shoal of them, dancing on the tide like starlings – readies his net.


‘Ah, they’re just babies now, mind,’ she tells him. ‘Let them grow before we fish them out.’


Disappointed, he pokes the end at a stubborn anemone instead. ‘What will they be,’ he asks, ‘when they grow up? Will they be sharks?’


His mam laughs, and he feels a pip of indignation in his throat. ‘But will they?’


‘No,’ she says, nudging him nicely, dislodging it. ‘Too small for that.’


‘What then?’


‘Mackerel,’ says his sister. ‘Boring bloody mackerel.’


Jason gapes.


‘Sadie,’ snaps his mam. ‘Language.’


‘My dad says it,’ she justifies.


‘Your dad’s not ten and, besides, he should know better.’


Sadie glowers. ‘They’ll still be mackerel,’ she says.


‘Can’t they be something else?’ asks Jason. ‘Can’t they be . . . be swordfish? Can’t they be whatever fish they want?’


‘Idiot,’ says Sadie.


‘Sadie!’ snaps Mam, then turns to him. ‘No,’ she says. ‘They don’t get a choice. They just are what they are.’


‘Do I get a choice?’ he asks after a moment. He’s thinking of his father, wondering if he’ll have to work on the boats. Have to sweat and swear and get his hands dirty.


‘Course you do,’ says Mam. ‘You can be whatever you want. You could be a doctor, or a teacher or—’


‘Farrah Fawcett-Majors,’ says Sadie. ‘I’m going to be her. I’m going to marry the Six Million Dollar Man.’


‘I think that job’s already taken,’ says Mam. ‘But you could be a doctor or a teacher too.’


Sadie sighs. ‘Gaynor Bates says they’ll split up soon and get a divorce so I can marry him and I’ll be Sadie Majors.’


‘Don’t listen to your sister,’ says Mam. ‘Sun’s got to her.’


But he’s not anyway, not really. He’s too busy thinking: what will he do and who will he be? Too busy running through possibilities: tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, rich man, poor man— No. He stops there, back-tracks. Rich man. He’ll be rich as creases, whatever that means. Richer even. He’ll live in a mansion and sit in a study surrounded by books, like that man on the telly in a wig, only he won’t wear one of them. And he won’t have filthy fingernails or stink of beer neither. And his mam can live with him, but not Sadie, nor his dad.


And so lost is he in his dream, he doesn’t notice his net slip from his fingers and drift off on the tide.


‘Jason!’ squawks his sister. ‘Dad’ll kill you.’


‘Oh, Jesus,’ agrees his mam. ‘Your dad.’


His tummy turns over as he thinks of his father. ‘I’ll get it,’ he says and jumps into the water, sandals and all, soaking his shorts right up to his crotch; wades out and snatches the tip of the bamboo, before it edges past the slip-way and out into the wide, velvet estuary.


‘Got it!’ he calls, as if he’s netted a monster.


‘Dad’ll still kill you,’ says Sadie, smug, as they trudge up the hill. ‘You’re soaked.’


‘Your dad won’t know,’ mollies his mam. ‘You’ll be nice and dry by then.’


But Jason doesn’t care either way, not right now. Right now he’s Dick Whittington, sitting in his fat future, counting his coins and his stacks of books besides.


And his dad? His dad’s an ant, an emmet, so far away he’s small enough to stamp on.







   


1.



James, 2018


Here is the man.


His days are practised, precise. Military in detail and execution.


He selects socks, black silk mix, from rolled ranks of identical pairs, striped cotton boxers from the folded pile; releases a pristine linen shirt from its plastic shroud. He eats rye toast, drinks a single espresso from a stove-top pot before switching to green tea, which he sips, pinched at the bitterness.


Forfeit, some might call it – have called it, in fact. But rigidity pays: his cholesterol is enviably low, his blood pressure steady, his waistline at forty-seven still a trim thirty-two. ‘In your prime,’ that doctor had told him. Pascoe, was it? Or Danvers, perhaps. And Isobel appreciates it, of course.


‘Making up for a wasted youth?’ she’d asked him once, when he’d turned down a rum-soaked trifle, an ironic nod at an East End restaurant that was all earnest Formica and art students.


‘Hardly,’ he’d said, and laughed, as if it were nothing, a moth of a comment to be swatted away. Then, later, he’d run four miles on the treadmill that stands in his lounge – No! Not lounge, living room – all the while pushing the packet of Dream Topping, the tinned mandarins, the stale sponge to the back of the imaginary larder along with the rest of his childhood.


Because he can do that now. Can corral, control it all – the mess of his previous existence. The spooling complications. Has had to. Has had to be as strict with his self as he is with his diet. Because obtaining that, maintaining that, requires twice the discipline of any six-pack.


And so, each day has a manageable form.


He rises at six, works out for an hour, showers and dresses according only to season and invitation, never whim, eats standing at the counter while skimming the papers – two broadsheets, one tabloid; it’s his job, after all, to peer into the gutter. Then, his crockery rinsed, stacked in the stainless steel Smeg, he walks the four yards to his office, sits at his Ercol desk, and begins.


Such a strange charade, ghosting.


‘Ghoulish,’ Isobel had said, pun unintended, not long after they’d met, then compared him to a cuckoo or a thief. ‘I know it’s your job,’ she’d continued. ‘But still.’ Then she’d laughed, faked a shudder, her polished bob flicking forward and catching on her lips.


‘I’m only putting on their shoes,’ he’d said, resisting the temptation to replace the lock neatly behind one ear. ‘That’s all.’


‘But don’t you ever lose sight of yourself?’ she’d pushed.


Perhaps. ‘Never.’ And he’d shaken his head for emphasis.


He didn’t tell her then, hadn’t told anyone, that his posture was borrowed from a Saudi prince, his extravagant laugh a Whip’s affectation, his habit of calling his few male friends ‘Buster’ the tic of a minor gangster turned grass. Because that’s how it works: first he watches them, listens; next he mimics; then, like a magpie, he snatches the shine to keep for himself. He’s a thief, yes. But it’s no easy win – he can’t relax, can’t let up, even for a second, or he might be outed, the show might be over. And then where would he be? He shrugs off the thought. 


Today, he’s a retiring midfielder with a string of cup wins and caps, a game-show-host wife and a sideline in breeding pedigree shih-tzus. As well as a drug habit, two DUIs and a kiss-and-tell mistress, whom James has been forbidden to contact, has signed papers to that effect. It’s a part he’s played for seventeen weeks – an aeon in rush-publishing terms. But the finish line is a few days away, no more. Then he can give up thinking in dreadful Estuary, can go back to his own accent, received as it is from better men than this; can refuse to pick up the calls for the late-night cocaine confessionals, the morning-after retractions, the desperate, twenty-a-session texts to remind him to ‘mention my mum’, to ‘big up the shih-tzus’, to ‘tell it so Laura’s The One, you know?’


He knows.


So when the phone rings he’s braced already, steeled for the same conversation he’s had six times before, sixty perhaps.


‘Tate,’ he answers, swift and efficient.


‘James!’


But the voice is a woman’s and plum-brandy rich. His editor. His shoulders settle, his stomach releases its cinch. ‘Lydia. Thank God.’


‘Still fending off the footballer?’


‘Regularly.’


She laughs, a deliberate thing, pitched to endear. ‘Well, I think you’ll like the next one better then. She’s far less of a fuck-up.’


She, he registers. ‘Christ it’s not a Spice Girl, is it?’


Lydia’s laugh this time is unfettered. ‘Oh, way above their league, darling. Practically Madonna.’


‘Is it Madonna?’


‘God, no. That’s gone to Hachette I think.’


‘Again?’


‘I know.’


‘Thank fuck.’ His relief, he finds, is genuine. ‘So who then?’


Lydia pauses, vaping perhaps, or Facebooking; two in a myriad vices. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘Where was I?’


‘Who?’ he repeats. ‘Who is this almost-Madonna?’


‘Oh, yes!’ Her voice is a child’s clap of delight, in its wake an inaudible drum roll as he waits for the name. But she’s teasing it out, playing a guessing game. ‘Actress,’ she says. ‘Big league. Once upon a time anyway.’


He fights the urge to sigh. ‘I don’t know. A Redgrave?’


‘Close, but no cigar. RSC favourite. Played Juliet opposite Branagh in her youth. And some big film for Leigh. Or Loach. I forget which. Grim, anyway.’


His muscles tense, his throat constricts.


‘Husband’s about to stand for Parliament. Sacked off the hereditary title.’


‘I . . .’ But the words won’t come.


‘Jesus. You’ll kick yourself,’ she tells him. ‘It’s Daisy Hemmings.’


He doesn’t drop the phone. That would be lax, amateur. But even seated he has to clutch at pale oak to steady himself, has to force himself to breathe.


Lydia is still talking. ‘Hicks as was. Never understood why she took his name when she was already . . . someone. James?’


‘Yes,’ he says, though faintly.


‘You must know her.’


‘I . . . I do.’


‘So is it a yes, then?’


He racks his memory for the question, slapping away the snapshots that battle for attention, turns up nothing. ‘To what?’ he has to ask.


‘Biog, standard length, full access.’


‘When?’ He’s going through motions now, answering by rote.


‘As soon as.’


He shuts his eyes. Musters. Forces his voice to smile, if not his face. ‘Can I get back to you?’


Lydia pauses. ‘Of course. But close of play? Timing’s tight.’


‘Of course,’ he echoes.


‘Good. Now, back to the car crash.’


He flinches. ‘Pardon?’


‘The footballer?’


‘Right. Yes,’ he says. ‘Absolutely. The footballer.’


Time stretches, elastic. He’s unsure how long he sits for: a few minutes, perhaps fifteen, but in a rush it comes to him and he drops to his knees, is hauling open drawers in an aluminium cabinet, flicking through files of cuttings, of carefully clipped bylines, to uncover what he’s buried like so much treasure. Like a telltale heart. The papers exhausted, he sets about the bookshelves, trying to remember where he might have slipped it after he’d taken it down from the kitchen mantel. He’d been worried it might fade, or gather a patina, or that Isobel might think his attention was elsewhere. Now he grabs at Nabokovs, pulls to the floor commemorative Penguins and a first-edition Amis (father, not son), before he spies it, snuck in at the end with the other lesser mentions: the trade paperbacks and tenth reissues. An unremarkable fifties Pan, on its cover a doe-eyed heroine in a cloak, clutching her fevered heart: Mary Yellan outside Jamaica Inn.


Trembling now, he spreads foxed pages, shakes them gently, feels the flap of it as it falls, face up, on the floor.


Not a still from a film, nor a head shot, all soft focus and sepia, but a small, square Polaroid of a girl. Nineteen and not yet known. Not yet talked about, lauded, at least not outside that small coterie of hangers-on and hopefuls. But in it her hair is tinted, her lips lacquered, her gaze already off-centre and hyperopic, radiating that air of indolence or exquisite boredom that she strived so hard to acquire. So that even then it is easy to anticipate the string of Oliviers and BAFTA nominations, the Oscar nod.


There is another version, though. A girl who wavered. Who wasn’t sure who she was yet, or what she would become. But a girl who, though she doubted herself, believed fervently in him.


Believed he could be anything and anyone, if only he tried.


And, just like that, he is back there again.


In that house.


In that glorious, awful summer.


With Daisy.
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Jason, 1988


He falls for the house before he falls for them. Sitting stately, silent, sullen as he squats opposite in the damp, cramped, crap-pot of a quayside pub in Pencalenick, a backwoods backwater if ever there was one.


The first year after he was ferried, complaining, across the water from Fowey, he barely registered its presence. Grief still soaked his bones, the loss of his mother a wound as raw as if she were an organ that had been ripped sharply from him, not eaten slowly away over seven long months in a ward up Derriford. Then, when a second bitter winter softened to a salt-breezed spring, when he managed to widen his eyes to more than a reddened squint he saw the absurdity of it – this shrunken manor house, staring dead-eyed onto the estuary, shuttered stubbornly to the world. ‘Like Wonka’s Chocolate Factory,’ someone – a regular – once said. ‘No one goes in, no one comes out.’


It must belong to someone, though. Someone who pays old Minnow Rapsey to come clip the rhododendrons that dot the grounds, to mow the mossy lawn until it’s shorn to a soft stubble, like the nap of a velveteen rabbit, or a child’s nit-shaven head. In the middle rises a palm tree so that the effect is of an odd, tropical paradise, airdropped as it is on the edge of dense wood and dark water, its outhouse accessible only by a narrow slate path or, more probably, by boat. The whole lot shored up by a stone wall rising grimly from the river, twenty foot at low tide, ten at high, a steel ladder disappearing skew into inky depths. And on the gate, a faded, painted sign, proclaiming its name: Rashleigh.


‘An impractical extravagance,’ Mrs Mears called it, when she still came to clean at the pub, when she still put up with his father and his whingeing and his drinking. Always his drinking. ‘He’ll sup the pub dry,’ she told Jason once, ‘drink it under if you don’t watch him.’


But there’s no telling his father anything. He’s learned that the hard way. And Mrs Mears is gone now so all that’s left is him, a big sister itching to get out, and a man barely able to tell one end of a till from the other. But his father has friends – or acquaintances, maybe – enough to keep it ringing, keep the air in the saloon bar thick with smoke and swearing.


They’re in there, all of them, when the call comes from the glass-voiced woman. It’s Mrs Mears she’s after, but there’s no joy there.


‘Gone,’ says his father. ‘And good luck to her.’


But the caller isn’t choosy, and anyone, it seems, will do for this.


‘For what, exactly?’ His father stubs a cigarette out on the bar, the ashtray long broken.


Clean, it seems. Get the house swept and turned down.


‘So someone’s moving in?’ says Sadie, interest mildly piqued.


‘Just for a week. Kids, she reckons, from “college”.’ He spits the last word, then coughs onto the floor.


‘So what did you tell her?’ asks Jason.


His father nods at Sadie. ‘I said she’d do it.’


Sadie bristles. ‘Like bugger I will. Bad enough being a skivvy here.’ She’s got plans, big plans, has Sadie, and they don’t involve a J-Cloth.


‘There’s a tenner in it,’ their father retorts.


‘And most of that for you, I bet.’


‘Dealer’s privilege.’


‘I’ll do it,’ Jason says then, his mind on an album in Liskeard Woolies. ‘I don’t mind.’


‘Like bugger you will.’ The old man shakes his head. ‘No work for a boy.’


‘Not a straight one,’ pipes up Fat Man Morris.


Jason flinches at first, but then steadies himself, lets the insult roll off him like water off a paddle, as he’s learned to do with all the others. ‘Someone’s got to do it,’ he says. ‘Might as well be me.’


And four hours and five pints later his father relents, and, when the thick brown envelope arrives, Jason’s the one who opens it, shaking out the key like he’s shaking out Charlie’s golden ticket.


Which it almost is.


He’s spent idle nights imagining Rashleigh, concocting a strange amalgamation of To the Manor Born landed glamour and Dynasty kitsch, all polished mahogany, creaking teak and a vast, carpeted drawing room, then, suspended above it all, a glass chandelier that throws out dappling diamonds of light – a rich man’s version of the glitterball his sister saw in Roxy’s once and begged for her bedroom. Fat chance.


The truth is far less fairytale, less . . . obvious, but is still five times any house he’s seen inside before. The hallway walls are papered a soft flock gold, the floor tiled in tiny triangles of black and white; elsewhere, off-white paint flakes onto flowered carpet or varnished oak; and, everywhere, ornaments line up to be admired – porcelain dolls and cut-glass ashtrays and Coronation china. A house waiting, holding its breath for someone to come in and love it.


In the glory-hole under the stairs he finds a grey globe of a Hoover and runs it round, sucking up the paint along with dust, dead flies and desiccated woodlice that appear to have befallen some kind of massacre in the pantry. In the kitchen he uncovers more evidence of uninvited guests – hard brown droppings behind a Baby Belling and, in the larder, the musty smell of the mouse who left them. He sweeps them up, sets a trap he finds under the sink, then switches on the fridge, eliciting an electrical buzz and, when he opens the door to deposit a pint of milk and pat of butter, a bright whiteness that pales his face to a ghostly glow. There he pauses for almost a minute, appreciating the luxury of something so simple as light, all too aware that the bulb in the pub’s ancient Electrolux blew before they moved in, its own meagre contents – a block of cheap cheese; cost-saving bacon – resigned to fitting gloom.


Upstairs, he vacuums again. Trailing the cleaner behind him like a bored dog, he searches for dirt, and, better, treasure. He finds it, too, in a glass-eyed rabbit; a gold-framed map of the Fowey, its inlets all marked from Mixtow to Pont Pill; and, best of all, books. Cases and cases of them line the walls of the landing – their spines cracked, their pages foxed and dog-eared, but bursting still with words he wants more of. Because words, he reckons, are his ticket out. Must be, since his father’s only reading matter is the Racing Post and Razzle; the only paperbacks the pub’s seen, school set texts and, once, a second-hand romance that Mrs Mears left in the laundry, all heavy breaths and heaving bosoms, but he read it anyway.


He tilts one, pulls it from the shelf as if he’s plucking a plum from a tree. Jamaica Inn, it’s called; he’s heard of that at least, knows it’s up Bodmin way. His mum, he thinks, she must have mentioned it once, on a day trip to Plymouth – the bright lights of BHS and Dingles the closest he’s got to the glittering West End, and the furthest he’s been from home to this day. He checks the clock on the mantelpiece. Pub’s shut for another three hours: his father across the river doing a ‘job’ for Alan Ransome; his sister’s in town too, likely on the harbour wall with a fag in one hand and Alan’s boy Barry in the other. Or back at Barry’s doing something else entirely.


He baulks at the thought, can’t understand what she sees in him, all tattoos and swagger; what she saw in any of them – Steve Saunders with his back acne, Neil Pearce with his slick lines and stolen Honda, Keith Figgis with his reputation for violence and a record to match. That boy from the fair once, too, spinning her and Julie Newton on the Waltzer till Julie threw up on her shoes and Sadie sent her home by herself so she could snog him behind the Rocket.


Maybe it’s not them that’s the pull but what they promise, he thinks: a way out of here, if only on the back of a bike or hauling a caravan. It’s not that he doesn’t want that too, just that he wants to go further. But, stuck at school for another year, the only places he’s going are between the pages: Pemberley, West Egg, Wuthering Heights. And right now, though it’s only twenty odd miles up the road, Jamaica Inn.


Checking the clock again to be sure, he sits on a single bed – one of twins in this room and four he’s found so far, plus the double at the top – settles back against the struts of an iron bedstead, and begins to read.


When he wakes he can tell it’s late and he opens his eyes half expecting three bears to be standing in wait, wondering who’s been sleeping in their bed. But the house is silent, save for the hum of the fridge and the soft tocking of a carriage clock that tells him he’s got just half an hour before he’s due behind the bar.


He jumps up, pats down the duvet, pushes the book back in its place on the shelf, then, changing his mind, pulls it out again and pockets it. They won’t miss one of hundreds, he reasons. And besides, he’ll return it later, when they’re gone, when he’s called on to clean up, which surely he will be. And, with that thought a nugget in his pocket along with the novel, he closes the door, turns the lock and heads the hundred yards along the path and across the slip home.


‘Where the fuck have you been?’


His father’s four pints gone and glowering from the throne in his corner court, Fat Man Morris and Alan Ransome his jesters or pages, paid in free beer to flank him. Behind the bar, Sadie’s scowling, nods at the clock above the counter. It’s gone six, he sees, his stomach slumping, and by a long chalk. He’s been had, he realizes, held up by a lie of a timepiece, its gold casing nothing but a flash coat beneath which lurk slovenly works.


‘Sorry,’ he mumbles. ‘There was more than I thought.’


‘Well, make sure they pay us for it.’


Fat Man Morris grunts an agreement. ‘Not like they can’t afford it. Left that place empty best part of ten years. Who’s got the cash to do that?’


Jason ignores him, nods a promise. ‘I will,’ he says. ‘I’ll get it off them tomorrow.’


‘Tomorrow never comes,’ says Alan Ransome, ever the devil’s advocate.


Sadie smirks. ‘It did yesterday.’


It takes ten tense seconds for it to sink in, but then they’re roaring with it, heads thrown back in hop-heavy laughter, his father shaking so hard Jason thinks he’ll piss himself in a minute. It wouldn’t be the first time.


He leaves them then, picks up the empties and takes them through to the back for washing. And, standing there, in the strip-lit kitchen, he sees in stark detail the palace Rashleigh is, and that this pathetic place is not. Sees the surfaces smeared with chip fat, then gathering dust so that everything is layered with a gunge-grey winter coat; smells the sour taint of spilled beer, stale fags and faint disappointment. Beneath his feet not soft wool pile or sleek, clean slate but a sheet of transparent plastic over nylon carpet worn threadbare, though it still sparks static in his slippers so that more than once he’s wondered whether he could burn it all down with the soles of his feet if he shuffled with enough determination.


Maybe he will one day. Maybe he’ll set a match to it, a bonfire not of vanities but of shame and self-loathing. Watch it disappear in a crack and a flash and a worm trail of ash like a tabletop firework. Maybe he’ll go too, escape in its wake.


Maybe.


He checks the cooker clock then. Seven fifteen. They might be here soon – the guests. Though it’s a Friday and the bridge’ll be chocker, so if it’s London they’re down from they’ll be lucky to make it much before nine. And with that thought he sighs, resigns himself to the stilted wit and smutty conversation that stands in for a social life. For any sort of life.


For now.
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James, 2018


The anticipation is almost unbearable. His sleep – for so long an acceptable eight hours – has slipped to six or less. He’s not cooked in two days, not eaten in one. Not been able to return Isobel’s calls since Thursday. His girlfriend, or lover, perhaps – they don’t live together, after all – but it’s been three years, for God’s sake, and he doesn’t know what to say to her, how to act, is ashamed of himself. Because suddenly he’s a schoolboy poised, one eye on the clock, waiting for the sweet release of the bell, or a pyjama-ed child on Christmas Eve, desperate for bed just to usher in the dawn yet utterly unable to close his eyes for more than a second. Or perhaps it isn’t anticipation so much as dread that squats in his stomach like a grim homunculus, souring it, sending it slopping and sliding and him running to the toilet three times in an hour. Perhaps he’s waiting on the hangman’s call after all, readying himself to walk the green mile.


And all over a single word.


He wakes just before two then again gone four, his stomach a whirligig, alive with the beating of wings. He rises, treads naked across tessellated oak to check his diary, just to be sure. But there it is, in neat italics and Indian ink: Daisy.


That name! He hasn’t dared so much as think it for years, but now he rolls it in his mouth, wondering what it will taste like on his tongue when he says it tomorrow – no, Jesus, today – out loud. Will it be soft, savoury like a fine Merlot or meaty olive? Or bitter-lemon sour; thin and difficult? Will he stammer? Will he slip up? Will he give himself away?


Perhaps his yes was a mistake; perhaps he should have told Lydia he couldn’t fit it in, that his old paper was sending him on assignment, a long contract abroad. Another Japan. Or he could have claimed it wasn’t his bag, such an obvious vanity case. But perhaps if she could find him a disgraced politician, a yesterday’s woman or man with bills to pay, a habit to apologize for, a need for rehab, then he’d take the contract twice and happily.


But Lydia had pleaded and upped his fee, and in the end his desire for a healthy bank balance and his unhealthy curiosity had got the better of him. No, not curiosity. That implies his interest is mild, merely piqued. And this, this is a bigger need, as fundamental as sex, as desperate as it too. Despite the dreadful end of it all. Despite his numbered list of reasons to decline, there’s a pull to her, a flame that burns as bright as sulphur, and he the helpless moth.


He goes to the mirror then, flicks on the sconce so that his face is bathed in pale, flattering light. He turns his head, inspects the changes: the hair, once lightened to auburn (the sun, he’d said), now, thankfully, silver; the nose and eyes altered, he claimed, for better breathing, better vision; the scar on his temple – the kiss of a Tonka truck thrown in rage – laser-erased now, but the skin beneath still dull and numb.


Satisfied, he tells himself now what he’s told himself whenever he’s faltered, whenever a flicker of doubt creeps darkly in: that that boy – the boy she knew – is gone.


She’d said it herself: ‘Be brighter!’ she’d told him. ‘Be better. Be whoever you want to be.’


He hadn’t believed at the time, dismissing it as the privilege of the already rich, the always beautiful. But Plato was right: necessity breeds invention, and so it was that he invented himself.


He failed to get himself right first time, of course. Like a child learning to walk or write or tell a joke he fumbled and made a fool of himself several times over. He was too desperate, then, to be just like him; too determined to ape his mannerisms, his mode of dress, his assumed magnificence. But, a fast learner, he realized swiftly that he could never compete in that man’s league. Accents can be faked, an old school scarf bought online, but a history is harder to manufacture – the in-jokes, the rugger stories, the dorm acquaintances now ensconced at the Inns of Court or in the Commons. No, he had to be an outsider, and so it was to classless America he turned.


He rounded his vowels, softened his ‘t’s to ‘d’s, developing just enough of an accent to sound as if he’d spent years dropping it. He worked up a taste for black coffee, took to carrying a copy of Kerouac in his back pocket, modelling himself on an ersatz Holden Caulfield by way of John Hughes. He knew how to avoid questions that would reveal too much. How to duck and spin and segue. He was as adept at misdirection as a magician pulling a coin from the ear of an unsuspecting child.


At first this anonymity thrilled him – he could slip in and out of corners and conversations without so much as a second glance. No taunts, no jeers, no ‘charity case’ or ‘pikey’ anymore. But all too soon insignificance irritated. He wanted to matter. He wanted to count. He wanted, simply, to be wanted. To do that, he knew he had to make himself indispensable. He also knew he needed money – more than he was getting pulling pints and washing pots. And so it was he found his vocation: he took up dealing. Two things: dope and words. The first he rarely touched himself. The second he inhaled as if they were the stuff of life.


From the back room of a bar in Oxford he hawked his wares: quarters and eighths in cellophane wrap alongside three-thousand-word treatises on Keats. While he limited himself to philosophy, the arts, his carte de menu was as wide and indiscriminate as his customer base. From freshers frantic to make their mark to weary final years who had coasted for far too long and found it far easier to plunder daddy’s cheque-book than the shelves at the Bodleian. And once, an overseas PhD student, whose inability to use the definite article rendered his dissection of Chaucer as unreadable as the source material. That one kept him fed for a month, and paid his lump of a landlady up front for three.


So he gained a private education of sorts, funded, like Pip’s, by benefactors unknown. And, though uncertificated, it was enough to allow himself a first-class honours on an already fraudulent résumé, to fund his move to London.


Like Dick Whittington he arrived, expecting streets paved with gold. But when all he got were gutters filled with dog shit it still didn’t disappoint because here he could, finally, be the man he imagined.


The man she told him he could be.


When he wakes again at six it’s not to the panicky flap of fictional insects but the buttery hum of Radio 4, and he is almost himself again. He works out, showers, picks his socks, boxers, a clean linen shirt. Texts Isobel to apologize, says he will call her, that he’s been caught up with the bloody footballer but it’ll be over soon. Everything will be back to normal.


‘Normal,’ he repeats, as if saying it out loud makes it so.


Because he has no reason to fret, he insists to his reflection, not really. He saw her once in a cafe off Fleet Street, fresh from a features interview and photoshoot, he assumed, from her immaculate complexion. He’d wandered in off shift and, seeing her, startled, dropped his coins in a clatter on the tacky lino. She glanced up and met his wide-eyed stare, but the smile she offered was not one of connection or even curiosity, but merely the surety of the adored, measured in a precise amount, as underweighed as Moroccan black.


So no, she will not know him. Besides, why would she pay it a second thought? Because that boy – the boy he was – wasn’t just binned in a Jericho bedsit. That boy, as far as she knows, drowned in an accident almost thirty years ago.


That boy is dead.







   


4.



Bea, 1988


It’s half past six and Bea is seething.


Squashed in the back of Muriel’s decrepit yellow Beetle is not how this was supposed to be. Playing gooseberry to Hal and her own bloody sister is not how this was supposed to be. Spending their twentieth birthday watching Daisy cavorting – always bloody cavorting, holding court, commanding his attention – while she sits, pith-bitter on the sidelines is not how this was supposed to be.


But nothing bloody is, is it. Not once Daisy strides in, takes the spotlight, takes over.


‘Bloody hell,’ Bea protests as her sister lunges across his lap to spit from the window, her skinny hip slamming into its twin. ‘Just swallow them, can’t you?’


‘What?’ Daisy demands. ‘You were the one who said they were seedless. It’s hardly my fault.’


‘I thought you always swallowed, babe.’ Hal smirks.


Daisy chokes on vodka, coughs with laughter.


‘Seriously?’ Bea demands, wiping her sister’s saliva from her own sweat-sticky legs.


‘Christ, just have a drink, will you?’ Daisy proffers the bottle. ‘Put us all out of our misery.’


But Bea doesn’t need to drink at all hours – not like Daisy – and pushes it away, takes a grape instead.


‘You could have called shotgun.’


Bea meets Julian’s sneer in the rear-view mirror. ‘Hardly,’ she replies, looking pointedly at a half-cut, half-stoned Muriel, passed out in the passenger seat. A rivulet of spittle trickles from one corner of her crimson lips while her once artfully smudged eyeliner has smeared down one glittered cheek. With her naked legs wide and her mouth gaping open, she looks for all the world like a blow-up doll, Bea thinks, uncharitably. A butchered one. ‘How much bloody further, anyway?’ she asks, directing her stare out of the window, away from smug Julian, and the smugger couple.


‘A couple of hours if we stick to this road. More if we take the bridge.’


‘The bridge is quicker,’ Bea argues.


‘On a Friday in August?’ Julian demands. ‘I doubt it.’


Daisy sits up, leans over the gearstick. ‘Oh, but we have to take the bridge.’ She is emphatic. ‘The bridge is the thing!’


‘What thing?’ Hal’s full lips pull a cigarette from the soft pack he keeps stuffed up a T-shirt sleeve, fingers flicking a Zippo into life: Mickey Rourke meets Marx, by way of Marlborough College.


‘Oh, the thing!’ Daisy is primed, lit up, as if she is kindling and flame in one, or footlight and leading lady.


Of course, Bea sighs silently. All the world’s a stage, and Daisy is centre of it.


‘It’s . . . it’s transformative,’ Daisy decides. ‘It’s a portal! Yes, that’s what. A portal to a . . . another kingdom!’


‘Like the wardrobe?’ Bea suggests, sarcasm sprinkling her words like saccharin on a doughnut.


But Daisy is oblivious, too taken with her vision. ‘Yes! The wardrobe. Exactly.’


‘And Cornwall is, what, Narnia?’


‘God, no,’ chides Daisy. ‘Not the whole of Cornwall. Just Rashleigh.’


There is a pause while Bea considers the absurdity of this analogy coming from her sister’s lips, but any notion of retort is interrupted by Julian.


‘Great,’ he says. ‘Frozen fucking woods and a talking beaver.’


‘And an ice queen,’ Daisy adds. ‘Don’t forget that.’


Bea wonders momentarily if this is a dig, but decides quickly there are no circumstances in which Daisy would relinquish such a lead.


‘Sounds bloody wonderful.’ Hal blows smoke over Muriel’s shoulder and out the wound-down window. ‘I bags Mr Tumnus.’


‘“Bags”?’ Bea repeats. ‘You can take the boy out of public school . . .’


‘Ha fucking ha.’ Hal rolls his eyes. ‘You can talk.’


Daisy ignores them. ‘Oh, no.’ She plucks the cigarette from Hal’s mouth, pulls hard on it, a ring of pale pink shimmer sticking to the paper. ‘You can’t be Mr Tumnus. You’ll have to be terrible Edmund with the Turkish delight.’


‘Why the fuck can’t I be Mr Tumnus?’ demands Hal, all faux anger and accent again.


Daisy laughs, puts the cigarette back to his lips. ‘Because Mr Tumnus is already there,’ she says as if it’s obvious, as if he’s a doted-on but dim child. Then, relenting, she kisses him, drawing the smoke back into her own mouth and exhaling, extravagantly.


Bea mimes gagging as Muriel finally raises her head, her tangled curls for all the world an Aslan mane.


‘I’ll be Susan,’ she manages. Then promptly vomits into the plastic bag placed judiciously on her lap by Julian. ‘Shit,’ she says, seemingly surprised, before spewing out another plume of purple Pernod and black, mixed with a packet of Fruit Pastilles and half a Mars bar, the only solids she’s bothered with since breakfast.


Julian sighs. ‘Are you quite finished?’


‘I think so.’ Muriel retches purposefully but pointlessly, pulling up nothing but a sour burp. ‘Yes, definitely done.’


‘Thank God,’ says Hal. ‘Get rid of it, will you, babe?’


‘I suppose we’ll have to stop now,’ Bea mutters.


‘Bugger that,’ says Julian. ‘We’ve only just filled up with fuel. I’m not stopping again until we get there. She can throw the sodding thing out of the window.’


‘Actually, mate, I could do with a slash.’ Hal stretches, testing his bladder, wincing.


‘Are you driving?’ asks Julian, raising an eyebrow as he sets a dare. ‘No. Because I’m the only one willing to stay sober. So if I say we’re not stopping, we’re not stopping.’


‘I’m sober,’ says Bea. ‘I’ll drive.’


But no one is listening to her.


Hal snorts. ‘Fine,’ he says, smiling widely. ‘You give me no choice, my man.’


Bea waits and watches, half in horror, half in hope, as he fumbles with his button fly.


‘No!’ Daisy shrieks in mock alarm.


‘Don’t worry,’ he assures all occupants, ‘I’m not going to piss on the floor.’ He picks up a bottle, checks it’s empty. ‘See, I said starting early would make sense. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the portable toilet.’


And with that he flops out his cock, sticks the tip to the lip of the bottle, and lets out a steady stream of stinking urine.


Against her better judgement, against all attempts to focus on the file of traffic heading east, Bea is transfixed. By the audacity of it, yes, the baseness, but more by the dick itself. An object she’s spent far too long wondering about, given it’s not hers to covet. She feels herself flush.


‘Get enough of an eyeful?’ Julian asks.


‘Oh fuck off, Buchanan,’ she tells him, adding a quick ‘vile’ for his benefit. And Hal’s. Though ‘vile’ is a lie and she knows he knows it.


The last drips of piss plink into the Pernod dregs, and Hal sighs, satisfied, and puts his dick back in his pants. ‘Better out than in.’ He grins, then winks at her.


Helpless as ever, faced with his humour, Bea feels her own lips twitch into a half-smile. But before it can spread she forces it away along with her gaze. A moment later she hears the squeal of Muriel, the smash of glass on tarmac, followed by the thwack of a bag of sick.


And just like that, just like always, the moment is over.


Five miles pass in forty minutes, the Friday night traffic as slow as Julian said it would be, the car crawling past grim, granite terraces and, intermittently, the pathetic pretence of pebble-dash, intended to conceal sins but only succeeding in rendering them pock-faced and pimpled. ‘Are we nearly there yet?’ Bea asks, eventually, her voice pitch-perfect with childlike indignation and impatience.


‘I hope so,’ opines Hal. ‘Or your sister might need to shit in a biscuit tin.’


‘Charming.’ Julian shakes his head.


As if Daisy would do any such thing, thinks Bea. Christ, she probably shits glitter as it is. If at all.


But no one is shitting or pissing anywhere, it turns out. They don’t need to. Because less than a minute later Daisy calls, ‘The bridge! I see it!’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ snaps Bea. ‘It’s miles yet.’


Muriel, heavy eyes still only half open, peers into the distance. ‘No, it’s true,’ she lisps in wonder – a lisp Bea is sure is entirely contrived, borrowed, all the better to play baby. ‘Look.’


Reluctantly, Bea looks, and sees to both her dismay and delight that they are right after all; sees the concrete and steel suspension splendid in the late summer sun; sees the river beneath, wider than a mile, or so it seems, and studded with sailing boats like toy yachts on a pond. And, as they cross the chough-covered borderline midway on the bridge, despite Hal, despite everything, she believes for all the world as if she is walking through a portal, as if she is transformed, or about to be.


Daisy hoots. ‘Do you feel it?’


Hal kisses her hard. ‘I totally fucking feel it.’


But back down to earth, on the Saltash side, Bea sinks into the seat, and herself again. ‘Well,’ she announces to no one in particular. ‘All I can say is that Mr Fucking Tumnus had better have our bloody supper on.’







   


5.



James, 2018


James sees everything.


‘I am a camera,’ he tells himself; his shutter open, always.


Because that is how it is for ghosts.


While they slip, spectre-like, in and out of their hosts’ voices, lives, worlds, they must not miss a thing: their walk, their talk, the words they choose, the way they say ‘schedule’ with a hard ‘c’, as if they are American. Every pixel, every pinhead-small detail must be noticed and noted lest its absence or abuse gives away the game.


And so he’s grown, part flâneur, part scout. Like Baudelaire’s dandy he contrives to idle through life, or so he seems to suggest, his wide, bland gaze roaming indiscriminate over all. But this loucheness, this laissez-faire is pure affectation, and underneath the surface he is hive-busy, his once-spindly legs a swan’s, or a cyclist’s, pedalling furiously to keep him moving, afloat. Because he cannot afford to get it wrong, is terrified of what might happen if he does – a Cinderella despatched back to rags.


But when he turns his eyes on himself this morning, he’s pleased with what he sees.


He sees money – enough of it – in the cut of his cotton shirts, the thread count of his sheets: the spoils of stories and proceeds of pills. Though his dealing days are over, the sideline endured into early journalistic assignments, topping up paltry pay cheques and stringer fees to keep him out of the studentesque squalor of his stable-mates.


He sees elegance, practised perhaps, but note-perfect and sure.


He sees breeding, too, borrowed though it is from books and the bars of Oxford. But still the kind that will open, if not gilded gates, then at least the door of the Groucho or Arts.


And now, it seems, of her Camberwell home.


He takes a bus – two in fact, changing at Elephant. Not because he’s cheap, but because in a taxi he will be forced to talk – to feign an interest in stocks or sports or, God forbid, immigration – when all he wants to do is watch, breathe it in – the world – like so much nicotine. So he can work it out, reset his place in it.


So that he knows the fat-ankled woman ate bacon for breakfast, the salty taint tangled in her extravagant Afro. That the boys with the buzz cuts are still Friday-night high, their pupils dripped ink pools, their skin sallow and sour. That the taut-stomached teenager who catches their eyes, flips them a finger, has a date or a death wish, sweating as she is into flamingo-pink polyester on a day that is already sending the mercury soaring. It’s exhausting, really, all these Sherlockian deducements, but he cannot switch off, not anymore – is alert even against his own better judgement. 


They’re disgorged at the green a full fifteen minutes early, so, biding his time, he maunders along. Sees as he walks alongside the iron fence a boxer dog, busily indifferent as it sniffs and then squats; the woman who bends to pick up its shit indifferent herself to the child who claims he is hungry and hot, the chocolate on his chin and his thin vest belying his whines.


He sees as he steps onto her street the sashes and pale stock of once-suburban South London, the bricks mixed with stucco, that great plastercast equalizer. Levelling the land as it rendered, so that any grocer who dreamed might sculpt himself a marble facade. But in this rotten pocket, packed with pound shops and chicken shacks, it has cracked and crumbled leaving only a handful of roads in their intended splendour.


He wonders, now, why she chose it, this deliberate downmarket, when she could have sauntered down Sloane Street, or climbed Primrose Hill with the rest of her set. Was it Hal and his ‘people’ he so lauded and loved? Or a snub to the father he didn’t? Or is this, in fact, all her own work?


He’s halfway along now, counting down doors, and as he closes the gap between miles and years he feels like a child about to poke a toe in an enchanted forest, feels the crackle and snap of a strange kind of electricity that separates this world and hers. It is, he knows, he fears, the hum of possibility, of hope. And at this his stomach slackens and swirls. Because he knows more than any that it is the hope that kills you.


A first-year called Hurst told him that, as he bought a quarter to go with his cant. Though if he’d bothered to read the painstaking pages James slid in front of him he’d have put it more eloquently he imagines, or in deeper detail. Pulled out Pandora’s jar or, as James did, pressed Nietzsche into service. For Friedrich was right: hope is the worst of all evils, prolonging, as it does, the torments of man.


But, God, what exquisite torment.


Feeling a twinge, he adjusts the canvas bag hanging over one shoulder – a Herschel – heaves it higher, weighed down as it is with so much . . . well, Daisy. In the past week he’s revised as if for a final. Has collected and hoarded snippets of information like silver or stamps. Picked through the gutter press and gossip mags for diamond-bright detail: that she favours black for the red carpet, lending her a gravity lacking in the upstarts and ingénues. That she eats two eggs, poached, for breakfast but rarely takes lunch. That she no longer smokes, but Moët remains her drug of choice. That and a Mars bar, or so the Mail claims, sliced into small pieces, the better to deceive.


From the screen he gleans more: that the fine lines that once feathered her eyes and furrowed her forehead have been cleverly faded so that she seems to be living her life in reverse. That her breasts are augmented, but tastefully so. That her tummy is, in all likelihood, tucked.


From the absurd to the ordinary he knows it all.


But he knows more too. The unusual and unspoken, at least to the press.


That she believes in a god, but not in a heaven. That she once ate a woodlouse to make good on a dare. That she is scared of the obvious as well as the obscure: spiders and slow worms, rat tails and rabbits, dragons and demons and dying alone. Or maybe she’s outgrown them now, these nursery fears, has had to forsake them when faced with the world.


He hopes not.


But he’s dithering now, dawdling awfully, so that when he checks his watch he sees he has less than a minute to make it on time and four hundred metres or more. So he speeds up – fast enough to rule out rudeness, but not so quick he risks a sweat, though his shirt is deliberately thin, his loafers sock-free. This last concession he sees now was a foolish one; his feet slip on the wicking insoles, and he has to stop to steady himself.


But this is all necessary. He cannot afford a single mistake. He has to be clear who he is.


My name is James Tate, he tells his faltering self. I am forty-seven years old. This is a job, nothing more. No different to Cameron. No bigger than Blair. And who is she anyway? An ageing actress, a has-been, yesterday’s news.


He tells himself this, chants it over and over. But knows, despite it all, that the last line is a lie.


She isn’t jaded, faded, fallen from grace. Not a has-been or a discarded headline.


She is Daisy, Daisy! Grown more luminous than he ever thought possible, than the already technicolour version he fell for that first night. So that, before he grasps the gilt, gaping mouth of the brass lion, he must wipe a slick of sticky salt from his clammy hand and swallow stale gum.


Then, solid as an ox, he knocks. Prepares himself for a lackey, or Hal.


But seventeen seconds later the door opens and it’s not Hal, not a housemaid – do people have those, anymore? Perhaps he should check – no, there, in front of him, is Daisy. And he is floored, transported, by two hundred and more miles and thirty years to a smoke-thick saloon bar, and a boy who felt, for the first time, what true beauty meant, who understood, suddenly, Byron’s cloudless climes, who saw what Sadie strived so hard to be and to chase.


‘Oh!’ she says, in delight or surprise.


He opens his mouth. ‘It’s—’


But she doesn’t need telling, does she. ‘James, isn’t it?’ she says with a smile. ‘Well, you’d better come in.’
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