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An elegiac tale of memory, growth and regret set along the crumbling coast of 1980s Kent.


Ben Aaronovitch, author of The Rivers of London


A post-uni Bildungsroman, Lucya Starza’s Erosion explores the moral and existential choices that life presents. It draws the reader on with its easy style, engaging storyline and strong undercurrent of magical practices. Alison arrives in a run-down coastal town in 1980s Kent, hoping to write a novel. Instead, she falls in with a close-knit group of friends, amongst whom is a witch who lives on the edge of a cliff…an ancient skull is found, there are rituals, seances and deaths, friendships broken and re-made. Alison is propelled on a journey of personal transformation, as she is confronted with the great themes of truthfulness, fate and free will, to which the author gives no easy answers. On one level, this a simple tale, simply (and very readably) told, yet psychological and moral depths emerge as the story unfolds.


Barry Goddard, author of The Medicine Wheel and Surfing the Galactic Highways: Adventures in Divinatory Astrology


Erosion captures the reader’s interest from the very beginning, drawing them in with the force of a tidal wave. Once opened, the book is hard to put down: the style and suspense cast their enchantment. The bohemian setting of a rundown tourist village, the protagonists’ young age and dreamy demeanor are artfully contrasted by dark overtones foreshadowing impending drama. Dreams and hidden ambitions erode friendships, unchecked emotions become flammable materials, little lies snowball, and play-pretend turns serious when dabbling with necromancy escapes control. Values are revisited as the protagonists learn life’s lessons. With Erosion, Lucya Starza takes the reader into a psychological, liminal space where the line between magic and mundane has become indistinguishable.
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Prologue


Always


It began when we found the bones. Or did it? Perhaps it really began before then. I’ll go back further. Wind time back through that summer to June 1987. I was 21, had just left university with my degree in literature and I was going to write a book; something great and worthy. Not some trashy thing like a horror novel full of daft cliff-hangers intended to be page-turners, where a bunch of people do something really, really foolish and end up broken. But I was young and knew less than I thought I did. That great work was never written, at least not then. Now, with time and perhaps more experience, I’m typing these words. I’m remembering the past prompted by a picture on the wall of a beach scene, and an old song on the radio, and these are memories I want to keep.


It is a horror story, although at first it might not seem in any way horrific. To start with I guess it’s a tale of young people spending a glorious golden summer at the coast, but that ended. Many of the things that happened still haunt my dreams, and I’ve decided to write them down at last, as well as I can remember. So, I’ll make a pot of tea, put on a playlist from that year – the year of the Great Storm – and start typing about when I first met Jo…




Chapter 1


Who’s That Girl?


I first spotted her leaning against a pillar in the pub, watching the stage through the smog of cigarette smoke, resting a pint of beer in a glass mug on one breast and smiling. Jo was often smiling when I first knew her. From that initial glance I could see she was probably in her late 20s, strong, curvy, her hair short cropped and natural. Average height, but she seemed taller somehow. She looked the stereotypical feminist in the way she dressed – a pair of denim dungarees, pea-green DMs and a bright red T-shirt. It seemed purposeful. I was at the open mic night at the Golden Lion. I’d gone to the pub to people watch and get ideas for my novel – the one I wanted to write – but I ended up making four friends: Jo, Zoe, Asher and Baz. It was only later that I met Charlie. But that’s getting ahead of myself.


On stage was Asher. I only knew his name from when the gruff pub-keeper-turned-MC introduced him. Asher was a slender young man with dark hair and puppy eyes that darted around the audience nervously. His bright, baggy clothes swamped him. He was trying to make people laugh with a comedy routine, but seemed kind of shy, unsure of his timing. The mic whined as he raised his voice above the general chatter in the pub, trying harder to get a laugh.


Asher’s jokes rolled over me at first – I was more interested in his appearance, trying to find the words in my head to describe him if I was going to put him, or someone like him, in my book. Then I saw this woman with her confident smile and her amber pint resting on her bust as she watched the stage. I wondered why she was listening to Asher so keenly and I started to switch my attention between her and the performance. I wanted to know who the woman was. Then I noticed the person next to her, close, almost in her shadow, sipping a half-pint of something dark. She was watching the stage too, but casting little glances up at her friend. She was slim with long dark hair and perfect black eye-liner around large eyes. I wondered who they were, the pair of them, why they were there. I moved closer, nearer to the pillar. Then Asher said something that was actually funny and I laughed, and the women both laughed as well, but I must have laughed too loudly because they turned their heads to look at me.


“Do you know him?” I wasn’t really sure why I asked that, perhaps just because it was awkward them realising I was looking at them, which I had been.


“Yes,” they both said.


“Asher’s in the flat below us,” said the woman with the pint.


“It’s his first time on stage, so we came to listen,” added the one with the half.


“He’s brave,” I said. They nodded.


“I’m Jo, by the way,” said the woman with the pint.


Her friend said: “I’m Zoe.”


“Hi, I’m Alison, although friends sometimes call me Alice, like Through the Looking Glass,” I introduced myself. I was always making literary references back then. I was pretentious like that, but Jo smiled.


“Looks like you’ve got an empty glass,” she said.


“Yeah… Would either of you like a drink?”


They nodded and we all smiled then, I think it was that moment we realised we were going to get along.


I came back from the bar with full glasses and we listened to Asher tell the rest of his jokes, laughing and clapping even when the routine didn’t deserve it but because we wanted him to do well. It was one of those perfect times when things start to come together, before you even think there’s anything to fall apart.


Asher finished his act and wandered off the stage looking kind of dazed. A tall bloke with spiky peroxide hair and a Stranglers T-shirt, who’d been standing right by the tiny raised platform, handed him some pale drink and they both came over. Jo congratulated Asher with a hug then introduced us. The tall bloke, he was Baz, Asher’s flatmate.


“D’you enjoy the set?” Baz asked me.


I glanced at Asher. He’d played the clown on stage in his bright colours, but now seemed serious. He looked at me with big puppy eyes seeking reassurance and approval.


“It was great!” I lied.


Asher frowned. “You sure? I was so nervous.”


Jo was the one who reassured him. “Of course you were nervous. It was your first time, but yes, you made people laugh and that’s all that matters. You stood up on stage and followed your dream, and you’ll only get better and better at it.” She seemed warm but down to earth too. I couldn’t help but be caught up with her enthusiasm, and I liked her even more.


“Thanks,” said Asher. He looked down, took a sip of his drink, but was then quiet as the rest of us chatted on. I learnt Zoe was an artist, and passionate about it. She sketched and drew and painted, and hoped she’d maybe find some way of selling some of her pictures to the tourists that summer. Baz seemed solid and dependable, although I thought he was trying to dispel that image with his hard-man-of-punk appearance.


We bought more beer. Zoe had blackcurrant in hers, Baz wanted snakebite and Asher drank lager with a lemonade top – I reckoned he liked to stay sober, and although he’d played the fool, he didn’t want to be one. To be honest, I’m not a huge fan of beer although I drank plenty of it that summer. Tea’s my thing. I could never finish an essay without a cup of tea next to me when I was at university. That’s pretty much followed me all my life – being able to take a sip of tea and buy time to think if words fail me. Anyway, I’m digressing. I certainly drank beer as much as tea in the summer of 1987. Perhaps that was one of the reasons I didn’t get far with my dreams of being an author, apart from all the crazy, scary, tragic stuff that happened, of course.


That novel, the one I didn’t write, was going to be about the lives of people in a rundown seaside town. It was a little place in Kent that had, in the past, been famous for its fisheries until the fish went away, and famous as a genteel place where well-to-do Edwardians stayed on holiday, although they went away before the fish. It was along the coast from Margate, where lower classes in bygone days might go in a charabanc to spend their pennies at the pier amusements, giggle at what the butler saw and what have you. In the early 20th century this little town had been full of nice boarding houses, where nice people went to recuperate from vague London maladies with discrete sea dips and walks along the promenade at a time when it was impolite to ask what went on behind the lace curtains. But no one had done that kind of thing for a long, long while. By the 1980s the boarding houses were mostly converted to cheap flats and bedsits rented out to the unemployed and under-employed, part of the area known as Costa-Del-Dole.


It wasn’t that far from where I went to university. I’d often visited the beach there on days off from studying, driving along the bumpy country lanes in Emily, my aged, violet Morris Minor. Emily had been a gift from my parents for my 18th birthday and I’d named her after my favourite Bronte sister. Perhaps I should have called her Edith, after the author of a short story set in Kent about a car that colour, although she was more famous for her children’s books. Anyway, the idea of renting a flat by the sea, exploring the area, and writing about its murky past and dingier present, appealed in a romantic kind of way. I thought I’d found the perfect people to study.


“Are you local?” asked Jo.


“Kind of, at the moment,” I replied. “Well, I was at Canterbury – the uni. Just finished my degree. I can’t stay on at the halls of residence and I can’t face going back to my parents, so I’m hoping to stay down here, at least for the summer.”


“So…you’re looking for somewhere to stay?” asked Zoe, hesitantly. She looked at me then up at Jo, non-verbal communication passing between them.


“Well, yeah… I’m looking around...”


“Where are you living at the moment?” asked Jo.


“In my car.” That was true. Emily was parked up by the seafront, a short walk from the public conveniences, all the possessions from my little college room packed in one rucksack and a few cardboard boxes, and my sleeping bag on the back seat. Not the most comfortable, but there was a kind of rebellious adventurousness to it. There was a short silence. Jo looked thoughtful and I didn’t like to break the spell. She looked at Zoe again, who nodded, like they just knew what each other was thinking, then she smiled at me.


“We’re looking for a flatmate. There’s a third room. It’s small and freezing in winter, but that’s reflected in the share of the rent and if it’s only for the summer… You could come and have a look if you like.”


“I’d love to,” I answered without hesitation.


Between them, they explained that Jo and Zoe had the upstairs flat in a converted house, while Baz and Asher rented the one downstairs. Jo and Zoe were looking for a flatmate partly to help pay the bills, but mainly because when they had to sign on the dole they couldn’t let the Job Centre know they were a couple. Couples on the dole got less benefits. It was easier to fool the authorities if there were three in the flat. I was fine with that.


The five of us rolled through the streets after the Golden Lion had closed its doors. It was night but, being June, was still warm. A gentle sea breeze meant you could smell a saline tang even on the roads a little way from the beach. Briefly I thought of the corrosive power of that salt and maybe I shouldn’t have left Emily right on the seafront, but I was too drunk to move her. Number 4 Mill Lane was a shabby Victorian terraced house that fronted straight onto the narrow street. It had peeling paint on the window frames and three worn steps up to the weather-beaten front door. We trampled through dust and junk mail inside the narrow, musty-smelling entrance, squeezing past a pair of rusty bicycles to the doors to the flats and said our goodbyes to Baz and Asher. Baz unlocked the door on the left, while Jo unlocked the other and invited me up the steep stairs.


The heart of the flat was living room and kitchen all in one. It hadn’t been designed that way, but some landlord at least a decade ago had plumbed a kitchen sink unit under the window and wired an electric cooker next to it. It must have been some housewife’s pride and joy in the 1960s before being relegated here. An equally ancient fridge hummed loudly to the side of that. The wallpaper was 1970s yellow with huge flowers, faded and scuffed. There was a sofa in some floral print stained almost beyond recognition and a green, sunken armchair in a completely different style. A coffee table was cluttered with chipped mugs and plates, an ash tray and other indeterminate things. I spotted a sketchbook, open at an unfinished picture of a bay with bands of sand and shingle and a tall white cliff with trees at the top. I remember thinking it was good, even then. Funny, remembering that now, as I look at the finished version on my wall here after all those years. It’s foxed and faded, but still that same view, which I know will always haunt me.


Zoe put the kettle on, gathered mugs and started to wash them under the tap and I looked around. The two other rooms on this floor of the flat were a bathroom and the main bedroom. Jo said the small bedroom, the one to let, was in the attic up even steeper steps. Actually, there were two rooms in the attic, right up in the roof of the house. One was at the back, but Jo didn’t open that door. She showed me into the room at the front. Dust and cobwebs indicated it hadn’t been used for a while. It was tiny. The ceiling sloped down to just a little way off the floor, with a single arched window protruding out in a triangular-topped alcove. The bed was narrow even for a single, and saggy looking, but I’d been used to beds in the halls of residence so that wasn’t a problem. A wardrobe had been squeezed in next to the door in pretty much the only part of the room that would allow its height. A chest of drawers stood on one side, but under the gabled dormer window was a little table and I knew this was where I was going to put my portable typewriter and create my great work.


I went to the table, pulled back the wooden chair so I could stand closer, and peered out of the window. Across the rooftops I could see the moon rising and if I stood on tiptoe there was the sea, just a glimpse, with a line of reflected silver pointing across it towards me in the darkness.


Virginia Woolf, who frankly never knew what it was like to be skint, had said that what a writer needs is a room of her own. She was right though, and this was perfect. This was where I was going to write my great novel, looking out of that window when I needed inspiration, and watching people come and go, tourists and townies and tenants of all the buildings in this long lane. I could see my summer smoothly stretching before me: days of exploration, getting to know people, finding hidden secrets, past and present, then sitting here in this perfect place, typing and spinning my words. It was faultless.


“Do you want the room, Alice?” Jo was standing behind me, still in the doorway.


“Yes. Yes,” I said, turning to her, nodding, with a happy smile. Jo smiled back.


This wonderful woman who I hardly yet knew had offered me the chance to follow my dreams and saved me from the horror of returning to live with my parents. That was, at the time, the worst nightmare I could think of. Over the summer, that would change.




Chapter 2


Little Lies


“Yes, mum, I’ve got a job interview lined up.” It was a lie, of course. I was in the callbox by the harbour, on the phone to my parents. I needed to borrow money from them. I was out of cash and nearly out of overdraft and didn’t want to default on the rent so soon after finding my perfect room.


I’d told my parents I was intending to stay on the Kent coast for the summer and that I’d found somewhere to live. Mum had exploded. She wanted me home and looking for a proper job, just like I feared. So, I’d lied and said I was looking for work, real work, just down here, not up there living with them.


“Mum, I need to buy clothes for the interview – a good suit and shoes too. It would make all the difference. And if I get the job I’ll need to put petrol in Emily and buy food until pay day. Could I borrow some money? Just a bit? I’ll pay you back. Please?”


I’m not sure if she believed me, but she agreed to send a cheque to tide me over.


“Well, I suppose we’re all young once. Enjoy the summer.” She’d seemed to soften, but then gave me an ultimatum: “You have until the end of September, Alison, okay? If you haven’t found a proper job – not some temporary thing – then you’re coming home, and that’s final.”


“Okay,” I agreed and we said our goodbyes, but inside I was seething. I was 21. How dare she talk to me like I was a kid? I thought, angrily, after I’d put the receiver down. But at least I had a few months and I had to make them count.


It was Baz who helped me out with the job. He saw me sitting on the harbour wall, staring out to sea, wondering where to start looking for work. He sat down next to me, asked me what was wrong. He was always good like that, could tell when someone wasn’t happy and usually suggested some way of helping. Not in a huggy, emotional, kind of way. Practical. That was Baz. He did maintenance up at the caravan park on the cliff just outside town. Electrics, decorating, shifting stuff – that kind of thing. Apparently the manageress there needed extra help at the bar for the holiday season and he could introduce me to her. I offered to give him a lift up there that day. He normally cycled, but he said yes.


“Thanks, that would be great!”


Beach View Holiday Park wasn’t exactly like its name suggested. I doubt you could see the beach unless you were peering over the edge of the cliff, which you weren’t likely to do unless you enjoyed taking risks as there was also a big sign: ‘Danger! Cliff Erosion’.


Rows of white caravans were parked some way down from that jagged and unstable brink between grassy chalk and thin air. Some of the caravans were more like mobile homes – solid and rectangular, with their own little patches of garden surrounded by miniature picket fences. Most were the easily towable kind, however. Oldish I reckoned, but pretty uniform in style; presumably pitched in place for the summer and rented to holidaymakers on low, low budgets, who didn’t want to live in a tent for a week. Right at the far end was a field where people could park up their own campers, but I hadn’t seen many in that when we’d driven past along the gravelly lane to the reception office.


The manageress was a Mrs Sweet. Baz introduced me to her, quickly muttering that I was interested in the bar job before heading off to do his own work. I could also see her name on a printed sign behind the counter: ‘Mr and Mrs Sweet Welcome You to Beach View Holiday Park. Enjoy Your Stay.’


“Well, Alison, call me Suzie,” she said, showing a lot of teeth surrounded by red lipstick when she smiled, and offered a hand with long, equally red fingernails for me to shake. I wondered if her name was real. Suzie Sweet was wearing a bright yellow blouse and tight black trousers. She had big hair, the kind of black that advertisers claim covers 99 per cent of all greys. It was hard to tell how old she was because of that hair, and she wore an awful lot of make-up. But I reckoned there and then she was a shrewd woman who knew her business.


“So, you’re interested in the bar job?” She looked me up and down. “Have you done bar work before?”


“Yes, at uni. Student union bar.”


It was only a little lie. I did once earn some money serving behind the bar at a function the university put on. It was one of those jobs that students jumped at when they could as they also got to take home leftover buffet food afterwards if they wanted. It had been an event for a local archaeology trust, a day for its members and patrons. There were talks, which I got to overhear while working at the bar. One of them was about Early Bronze Age burials where strange beakers, knives and other grave goods had been found along with the bones. I didn’t tell Suzie Sweet about the archaeology event, just fibbed about how much bar work I’d done before. She didn’t quiz me about it. She looked thoughtful for a moment, curled a red lip up at the side, then asked if I could start the next afternoon. I said yes, of course.


I had nearly a day to kill before the bar work began. Back at the flat, in my little room, I intended to start writing my book. I sat at my typewriter. I thought about Jo and Zoe and Baz and Asher, who I was going to study and immortalise in my great novel, but suddenly realised that whatever I typed, they might see. I needed to wait, get to know them better, then maybe type two things. One, the public thing, pages I could show them. The other, private, about them. They’d asked me about how my book was going but, of course, I couldn’t tell them I was planning on writing about them, could I? So, another little lie.


There’s a difference between little lies and big lies. Little lies are the things you say that aren’t true but don’t matter much. Everyone does it. I mean, not compulsive lying, like the character in those Keith Waterhouse novels, just things that make life go a bit smoother and keep people happy. At least that’s the intention.


“Do I look fat in this?”


“No, you look great!” Little lie.


“Is the tea okay?”


“Lovely!” (No, it was horrid: cheap teabags, water from a scaled kettle and too much milk put in too early in a mug, not a cup…but I wanted to fit in so when Zoe’d made me that first weak, milky yet still bitter-tasting drink in a chipped mug, I’d said it was great, and that’s how Zoe always made it for me for a long time. You can’t go back on it, can you? Unless you really want to hurt someone, when you’re angry…)


“What’s your book about?”


I’d told them I wanted to write about the coast and that was true. The great book I was going to write was going to be called Longshore Drift. I thought that was original, although now there are several with exactly that title. If there was one thing I’d learnt doing my literature degree, it was that all the good works of fiction are full of stuff with more than one meaning. They have plays on words and hints of deeper significance than the obvious. So, the dictionary definition:


Longshore drift: Noun: the movement of material along a coast by waves which approach at an angle to the shore but recede directly away from it.
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