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 Prologue  
She’s standing on the West Pier again and doesn’t know how she got there. It’s the middle of winter and the middle of the night and no-one’s around.  She feels the cold wind bite through her pink wool coat.  Tastes the salt on her lips. The whoosh of waves roars in her ears, carrying with it the scent of rotting seaweed. She looks down at her new shoes.  Purple plimpsoles, balancing on the crumbling planks of wood, ready to give way under her weight at any minute.  

She remembers the time when those older kids grabbed her when she was five, a girl on either side of her, yanking her arms until they almost came out of their sockets.  They lifted her tiny body and plunged her feet into the paddling pool in the back garden and soaked her little pink plimpsoles.  They laughed so hard and she couldn’t fight back.  Her feet felt gross in her damp socks and shoes, and all she could do was wait until it was over. 
She shivers. The seagulls are squabbling over some abandoned chips.  She feels the clammy railing under her icy hands and looks down at the swirly Victorian design, thinking how glorious it must have looked in the age of innocence.  But now it’s a relic. Her fingers run over the chipped, black paint.  How many layers must there have been over the years?  The crumbly rust underneath - the skeleton of the frame - is ready to turn to dust in her hands like the brittle bones of her granny.  

She thinks of when the pier was built.  How the history is in her bones.  That she should feel connected, proud, like she belongs here, but she doesn’t. Everything feels numb.   

The wind whips through her hair and blows the tears across her temples, leaving icy tracks.  She reaches into her empty pockets for a tissue, remembering her doting aunts when she was a little girl, how they would spit on a hankie and wipe her face, and how it made her cringe. But now she can only let her nose run, thinking her salty tears and salty snot will blend into the salty ocean, until it all dilutes into nothingness.  

How heavy will my body be when it hits? 

The last conversation she had with her best friend, Bazina, smashes into her head like the waves below.  When she told her she was thinking of doing it, Zina said, “God, Evie.  You can’t be serious.  How am I going to cope without you? I’d go insane!”  

The words were hollow. 

“I’m sorry, but I don’t care,” she replied, without emotion.  “It’s selfish, I know, but it hurts too much.” 

She doesn’t feel cold any more.  She looks down at the vicious, swirling ocean, with its magnetic pull, and feels relief, knowing the pain will never reach her again.  She climbs over the crumbling railings.  Her hands grip the cold metal.  Her grip loosens. And then she lets go.

*  *  *

Chapter 1 - Pippin

The advanced life drawing class was held in a run-down Victorian-era building, just down from the Pavilion off the Grand Parade. Since Evie finished her degree there four years ago, she had walked by the studio many times on the way to her flat on Islingword Road, feeling envious of the students.  All those bohemian, yet slightly vagrant-looking kids in a safe bubble.  Filled with youthful belief in a future of artistic success, like she was once.  

At ten o’clock, the frost was still on the bank of grass outside the red-brick building and Evie shivered as she walked down the empty pavement, pulling her faux leopard-skin coat around her.  She stopped outside the classroom and looked through the moldy window. 

Inside was a lively scene of bright hanging collages, half-painted sculptures, and a kaleidoscope of paint bottles along the wall. The room was empty, but she imagined the usual mix of artists. Sometimes they were huddled together on tables or in cozy floor communes. Arms draped around each other and in-jokes and trendy politics. A multicultural mix. It was an idealistic world she still wanted to believe in. The fantasy they sold in the college brochures, where your wildest artistic creations could be explored freely and everyone would marvel. Evie smirked. She wished she could go back to the beginning, when everything was exciting and inspiration abounded.  But she’d been in that studio enough times to know that not only was that fantasy as fuzzy as a Monet watercolour, but it was going to be freezing as hell in there. And today she wasn’t in the mood to freeze her ass off. 

Someone behind her shouted, “Bastard!” and Evie turned to see an old lady shuffling past, wearing a crooked auburn beehive wig and a food-stained trench coat.  She was wrestling with a wayward trolley that threatened to tip over her full bag of shopping.  Evie reached out a hand to steady it, but the old lady pushed it away and walked off, swearing to herself.  Evie smirked, and turned to walk towards the door.

Her head throbbed from lack of sleep.  Her favourite café, Ideya, was closed due to a recent fire, so without her morning mocha fix to make her feel remotely human, she was starting to wonder why she’d signed up for this workshop - on a Saturday morning, no less.  Other than the fact that she needed to do something, anything, to stop her endless ruminating.  Maybe even stop the nightmares. And now was as good a time as any to start working on her new series to submit to the prestigious annual Pavilion exhibition and potentially catch the eye of some dedicated collectors.  

I could be teaching this class, she thought, as she pulled open the heavy steel door and stepped inside.  She was the first to arrive. Evie pulled off her coat and draped it over her arm.  Today she wore an eighteenth-century-inspired look: a ruffled cornflower blouse, black knickerbockers and a pair of cerulean satin shoes, with bows that Marie Antoinette would die for. The kind of costumery that belonged in a museum, but was par for the course in the laines of Brighton. 

Her hair was the usual strawberry-blonde bob, in perfect, smooth symmetry, which she knew would turn into a frizzy mess by the time she finished working. But she’d made a conscious effort to start caring about dressing up again like she used to love doing. Wear something other than the paint overalls and Moomintroll T-shirt she’d lived in for the past month.


She picked a spot at the front of the class, settled onto the paint-splattered stool, and unrolled her canvas bag of brushes. The room was cut through by an optimistic beam of sun, shining from the top window.  It reminded her of those little patches of warmth she’d feel when wading in the sea as a girl. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of turpentine.  And just as she settled back into the stillness of the space, with that sunbeam warming her face, a thunderous bang shattered the air. In walked a figure. 

From her spot behind the canvas, all she could see was a swish of a multi-coloured cloth covering white ankles, and then the figure disappeared behind a flower-painted screen. The unknown presence wrestled with something and knocked over a jar of pencils, sending them clattering across the floor.  Then a shrill voice continued with a one-sided argument.  

“Peter can kiss my bloody ass.  No.  No!  You tell him.  I was booked for The Liza Show two months ago.  You can’t just replace me because he’s got a bigger…I don’t care.  The whole number is already worked…What?  Just fucking tell Peter I’m doing the number!” Click.  “Bitch.”  

There were a couple of raspy, click sounds.  Then a deep sigh.  Blue smoke swirled up above the screen.  Evie watched it dance up to the ceiling twisting and circling towards her beam of light. 

“Fucking amateurs,” said the voice.

Evie wondered for a second if she was in the right class, but couldn’t imagine she’d made a mistake. Her back was up immediately, and she started dreading the awkwardness of working with yet another flake.  So much for a productive weekend.

Resigned, she opened her giant sketchpad and her heart twisted at the sight of her own artwork: nightmarish sketches in heavy charcoal strokes.  Damien’s form, in side profile, lost in the film scene he was directing.  A look of laser-sharp focus and utter control, as his mannequin-actors stared back with dead eyes. She flicked through the other pieces in the series, and it was like watching a car wreck through a kinetoscope. She must be a sadist to keep revisiting these images.  What good was it going to do? She could sketch him all she wanted, he wasn’t coming back. They should all be shredded. 
She forced herself back to the present moment, pulled a fresh white page over the top, and gave a deep sigh. The door opened again and in walked a middle-aged woman with white hair in a bun, flowing pink shirt and multi-coloured beads. She stopped. Sniffed the air and then peered behind the screen. 


“Oh! Hello,” she said.  Her voice was warm, but shrill. “Pippin, is it? Hello!” 

A smooth, elegant hand presented itself from the side of the screen. She shook it. 

“I’m Margaret. Sorry, pet, but there’s no smoking in here, my love.” 

There was the sound of a scraping chair and then the plume of multi-coloured silk again, and the tall, black-haired figure hurled itself out the door, slamming it behind him. 

“Oh dear,” said Margaret. 

Christ almighty, thought Evie. Just what I need.  A bloody prima donna, on top of all that.


From the hole above her easel, Evie watched Margaret shake her head. Margaret was the motherly type, you could tell. None of that ego bullshit, and this, at least, gave Evie relief. If you get one of those teachers who would really rather be making documentaries, the whole course is ruined.

“Oh, hello dear, you’re here early,” said Margaret, putting down her papers and bags. “And you are?” 


“Evie.”  She offered her hand and Margaret shook it. Margaret’s hand was dry and firm.  Her giant rings dug into Evie’s fingers. 

“Well. It takes all sorts,” said Margaret, tilting her head towards the door and giving a laugh. Evie liked the feeling that she and Margaret seemed in it together, right from the get-go. Maybe they’d form a secret bond over their mutual distain for this annoying creature.  It could add a bit of spice to the class. Or maybe not.


The door opened a third time. Five more students trailed in. Everyone a paint palette in themselves. Nose rings, flowing skirts, boots and smock dresses, overalls and paint splattered T-shirts. As she expected.  Her tribe. 


“Hello girls, take a seat, we’ll get started in about five minutes.” Most of them nodded and everyone found a spot, quietly settling in.  Some looked around at the art-filled walls. A few smiled shyly at each other.  Evie stared ahead at her blank canvas and then looked down at her phone.  She wasn’t there to make new friends.  She swiped open the screen and sighed.  Still no messages.

Margaret went out the door again and a waft of smoke drifted in. Behind the closed door, Evie could hear murmuring. Was it an argument? A re-telling of one? There were raised voices, and then quiet. 

After a pause, the door opened and in walked Margaret first, then Pippin after her, and she could see him clearly now.  He was clad in a glorious rainbow of silk. The robe had to be vintage, maybe from the 1920s.  It definitely wouldn’t look out of place behind a glass case in the Brighton and Hove Museum’s costume collection.  

Pippin strode forward and then paused, as if to take his place in the spotlight and deliver his first line in a play. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath.  Pippin’s piercing dark eyes took in his audience, and then honed in on Evie. He studied her as his hand smoothed his thick black waves. 

He was tall and poised, and as he stood there, Evie had the impression they were like intruders in his living room. His eyes wouldn’t leave hers. She stared back insolently, daring him to remotely try to mess with her. 
Within those brief seconds he appeared to evaluate, then dismiss her, and then his lean body flounced back behind the screen. Margaret seemed equally unsettled at this stunning entrance, and took a few beats to come back to the room. 

“Right. Okay. Well, hello girls, and welcome to the class. I’m Margaret. Today we’re going to study the life figure and I want us to create a space of trust and…” 

Her words drifted away. Evie felt that familiar simmering building up in her guts again, ready to boil over. Who did this queen think he was?  Acting like he was the star of his own show.  This was the one place she could escape, and now this entitled prick was going to ruin everything.  All she wanted was to concentrate on her work.   
Evie’s hands shook.  She needed to do something with them. She found her box of oil paints and fumbled with the latch, taking out a handful of tubes and laying them on her side table. By habit she arranged them from yellow to orange to green to blue to purple. 

Margaret was still talking, then her words trailed off and she left the centre of the room. The students gave a light clap. Suddenly the atmosphere was like opening night jitters. But this wasn’t the start of a performance, for God’s sake. What the hell was going on?

Evie realized she’d missed the entire instructions for the class. 

The empty model’s chair sat under three spotlights. The beam of sunlight illuminated the dust particles dancing in slow motion, filling the silence. And then he appeared again. This time in red lipstick. His feet were encased in jeweled heels. There was the robe in its full glory: a patchwork of crimson flowers, pink swirls, and purple ivy climbing the fabric and gold lapels across his pale teak-coloured chest. Margaret was about to speak again, but the sight of him appeared to silence her. Her face crinkled with confusion.  She started to say something, but seemed to think better of it. She gestured towards the chair. Pippin strode past, a jazz walk, and then he sat, perched on one buttock cheek.


His eyes cast across the crowd, this time avoiding Evie. Then with a large intake of breath, he slid the fabric from his shoulders and let it drop to the floor. One hand fluttered to beneath his chin as he took up a pose that resembled an old Hollywood black and white still. Nobody made a move.  Didn’t he know what his role was here?  Couldn’t he feel everyone’s uncertainty? Was he aware of his effect? The only one who didn’t seem uncomfortable was Pippin. For the next few hours he was cooperative enough, obliging the student’s requests to lift an arm, rearrange a leg, arch his back, and then, keep still. 


As the light faded and the class wound down, Evie looked at her painting and realized there was no figure on the page at all. No curved lines of his perfectly chiseled thighs.  No muscular rounded buttocks or sculpted dancer’s legs. No hairless genitals or painted toenails. Her canvas showed only a whisper of an outlined face, a billowing mass of shiny black hair, and the detailed sketch of his perfect almond-shaped eyes, with his mesmerizing gaze staring back at her. 


It was after two o’clock and Evie knew the afternoon sun would be strong for another hour or so, and she wanted to get to the beach to do more sketching. The beam of sunlight had faded, and she became aware of the coldness of the room.  She reached for the blue scarf from her bag and wrapped it around her neck. Margaret broke up the reverie.  
“Okay everyone, we’re at the end of our time today, so let’s cover our sketches. We can pick it up again tomorrow. Pippin, you’ve been most generous.” 
Everyone clapped. Pippin bowed his head. He reached for his robe and closed the tie with a grand gesture. As he rose to leave, his eyes were on Evie again. She found herself staring back, unguarded, and this time, annoyingly intrigued. Then with another little bow, he flounced back behind the screen. 


The rest of the class gathered their bags together. Evie began to wonder how she could make her exit unnoticed, like she always did. She also wondered how to avoid Pippin, but she needn’t have worried, as within minutes, he was out the door, crimson fur-trimmed coat clinging perfectly to his form.  Evie waited a full ten minutes until everyone was gone. She walked over to Margaret.


“I don’t think I’ll come back tomorrow,” she said.


“Oh dear, that’s a shame.  Why not?” said Margaret.


“I don’t think it’s the right fit for me.  I was looking for something different.”


“Was it Pippin, my dear?”


“Well, to be honest, I don’t think he was that professional.  Or inspiring.”  


“Oh, I don’t know.  I think in the beginning, maybe not.  But he settled in and complied eventually.  I think you should stick with it.  He might grow on you.” 


Evie gave a dry laugh.  “I doubt that.  I’m not looking for any more drama right now.” She said it without thinking; yet another unfiltered comment she seemed unable to control lately.  It was happening all the time, and the last thing she wanted was to start crying in front of a complete stranger.


Margaret put a comforting hand on her arm.  “It’s OK, dear.  I understand.  But why don’t you push through it?  Use it for your work?” 


I don’t want to use it for my work, thought Evie.  I’ve got enough dark material to last a whole lifetime!


“I’ll sleep on it.  I’ll ring you tomorrow morning if I’m not going to make it in.”


Margaret gave a reassuring smile.  “No problem, my dear.  But I’d encourage you to stick it out. Your sketch was impressive.  It has potential.”


“Thank you,” said Evie.

She exited into the afternoon clouds, a welcomed mask where she could process the last four hours and get control of her feelings. A few college kids were sipping pints on the patio of the pub next door and the pavements were full of locals and weekend visitors. 
Evie turned towards the direction of the beach and lifted the collar of her coat. But she felt a burning presence at her back.  


“Oi,” said the voice. “Velma.” 
Evie turned around and there was Pippin, sitting on the window ledge outside the classroom. His legs were crossed, one foot dangling his jeweled heel.  He took a long drag on his cigarette, staring at her, and smiled as he blew out the smoke. 
“I’m Pippin.” 
Evie’s brain raced through several replies, most of them rude.  She couldn’t decide on the most cutting response, and she wished she could.  Instead, she stared at him in hostile silence. 

“It’s all right, love, I won’t bite,” said Pippin. 
He held out his hand. A ladylike gesture. Evie felt she was supposed to kiss it. Maybe it was out of ingrained British politeness, but she found herself reaching out to shake it.  She was surprised at its firmness.  A masculine shake.  She tried to pull away, but he hung on.

“I love your coat,” he said, and took another long drag on his cigarette. The shoe bounced off his toes and clattered on the pavement.  He picked it up and put it back on his toe so it dangled again. Up close he was more symmetrically perfect than she’d realized.  His skin was luminous, although that was no doubt due to clever cheekbone highlighting, and she noticed he had green sparkly eyeshadow and black liner on his upper lids. His eyes were deep, mocha pools.  Full of mischief.

Evie tried to maintain a hostile front.   

She said, “Thank you.  It’s vintage ‘70s.  Faux fur, obviously.  My aunt left it to me when she died.”

“Fabulous.  Those old broads had the best coats.  And the best taste.  ‘40s is my favourite era, though.”

Evie felt a skip of excitement, but held back telling him it was hers as well.

“Your coat is pretty fabulous too,” she said.

Pippin finally let go of her hand and snuggled into the fur of his collar.

“I know.  Circa 1942. It makes me look gorgeous.  Girl, I’ve gotten laid more times than I can count wearing this coat.  It’s my lucky charm,” he said, starting to giggle.  His teeth were almost perfect, but with a crooked one at the front.  It suited him.

Evie smiled.  She was finding it difficult to keep hating him. Everything about him sparkled.  He seemed to draw her into his orbit. Bazina had done the same thing when they’d first met at the kiddie’s paddling pool on the beach front when they were ten.  Evie had shared her Fab ice cream with her because Bazina dropped hers on the scorching pavement and started to cry. She’d never forget that look of gratitude in Bazina’s big brown eyes as she took a small bite of the ice cream.  That had led to an entire day of gossiping, a sleep over the next night, and they’d been inseparable soul-mates ever since. 

Pippin was staring at her, smoking and smiling. 

“What you thinking about, beautiful lady?” he said.

 “Nothing,” she said, shyly.

“Don’t look so scared, love,” said Pippin, patting her arm. “Looks like you could do with a drink.  Or maybe something else? I know a lovely little place, off St. James’s Street. Quiet spot.” 
“I’m not sure.  I’ve got to get some painting done,” said Evie.
“And I’ll introduce you to the ladies, later,” said Pippin, as if he hadn’t heard her.

“They’ll love your look. They’re hard-core fashionistas, like me and you.  Only not quite

as sexy.”

He laughed again, and Evie felt herself smiling.  She realized it hadn’t been a question, he’d already decided she’d come. There was a hummingbird flutter going on in her chest, like he’d opened a window and she’d breathed in a giant gulp of oxygen she’d been starved of. At the same time, she couldn’t shake a vaguely dangerous vibe.  Either way, it sure as hell beat feeling like shit for the last three months.  
The word “No” was on her lips.  After a pause, she said, “Maybe one drink, then.  But after that I have to get back to my work.” 

“One drink,” he said chuckling.  “Very ladylike.  And then you’ll never have to see me again.  I promise!” 

He stood up and hooked his arm into Evie’s, and she realized how statuesque he was up close.  Yet, when he looked down at her, it seemed to be with complete adoration. A beam of sunlight, directed straight at her.

With a soft hand, he reached down and wiped a smudge of charcoal from her cheek, and it reminded her again of those doting aunts who used to spit on a tissue and wipe her face.  He snuggled his body closer to hers, and the smell of his warm, citrusy perfume enveloped her. She recognized it immediately, because it was the same one her favourite aunt used to wear. Envy, by Gucci. She used to bask in that smell every time Auntie Thelma wrapped her in a comforting, big-bosomed hug.
They walked towards the Grand Parade, marching in time with the rest of the crowd for a while, until they reached St. James’ Street, where they veered off, like two salmon jumping upstream; shimmery, pink, and full of purpose.  

Five minutes later, they arrived at the Velvet Queen, a tiny cabaret off Wentworth Street.  It was immediate sensory overload for Evie.  They walked through a purple satin curtain, and Evie was stunned by the sight of the giant, brown-skinned Caramello Queen, performing on a tiny stage.  She was singing a Mama Cass number, and her overweight form was squeezed into a turquoise diamante-covered gown. Her head was a Medusa’s wig of luscious curls and sparkly clips. A pink sail-boat crown sat precariously on her head.

“Dream a little dream of me…”, she sang, and at first Evie didn’t recognize the tune because her voice was such a deep baritone.  She was also distracted by the fact that everyone was laughing so hard.  She pushed through the sweaty, cheering crowd, got right up to the stage, and discovered why.  The Caramello Queen’s junk was peeking out in full view, just below the front slit of her dress. 

*  *  *

Climax Scene

She’s running.  It’s dark.  She doesn’t know where she’s running to, or for how long. Maybe an hour.  The ache in her throat makes it hard to catch her breath and every time she slows, the pain in her chest overwhelms her, and so she keeps running. 

She must have known all along it was going to end like this: never a well-formed plan, but her get-out-of-jail- free card, always in the back of her mind. The night is black, and a fine mist of rain settles around her like a damp shawl. Through her dewy lashes she sees the building ahead.  Grey, with paint peeling, flapping in the wind.  A dying elephant.  Built streamlined in the 1940s, with silver windows wrapped around it’s curves like sexy sunglasses.  But it’s been given the go-by and now it sits battered by the sea air, as equally battered souls stare out from within. 

She can almost hear Bazina’s voice whispering stop at her back, and feel her hand reaching at her coat.  But she’d yell at her if she did.  Punch her hand away.  Tell her to turn back.  Let me go, please.  The snot is running, blending with her tears, and she wipes at it with the sleeve of her coat.  

The glass panel on the front door is splintered and the clanking metal frame bangs in the wind. She enters and feels it’s just as cold inside as out. There are cracked lightshades stretching down a dark hallway like mini flying saucers covered in mold. Half the bulbs are broken.  Someone’s pissed against the wall and she steps over the puddle and winces at the stench of ammonia. The hallways echo with secrets, and ghosts whispering, Stop! You don’t want to come in here!  Run away, run!
With trembling legs, she begins to climb the concrete steps.  You stupid girl, what are you doing? She defies the voice in her head with each new step.  Though her legs are shaking, her feet are determined as she hikes higher and higher, resolving with each step: This is what I want.  Keep going.  Her heart races.  Her breath comes in short bursts.  Her T-shirt clings to her back.  She reaches the top, bangs open the door and breathes in the salty night air.  

She takes giant gasps, trying to catch her breath. The stench of rotting seaweed smacks her in the face.  The ever-present seagulls squawk overhead. Someone has a wood fire burning and she’s struck with the memory of that holiday with Karla in Sweden, visiting cousins.  The first night there, with Karla’s head in her lap, she stroked her shiny black hair and knew she was falling in love. This had opened the door to love, and she wished she could go back again, wished she’d never opened that door at all.

She takes a few minutes to absorb the darkness, feeling her pulse slow down. She walks closer to the edge.  The Palace pier is in the distance, its fuzzy warm lights blinking, promising adventure, and she remembers the summer when she and Bazina were twelve and they went on the helter-skelter slide on the edge of the pier.  How she looked over and screamed all the way down, clinging to Bazina’s back, scared that she might fall into the water and be carried away by the tide.  But they laughed so hard afterwards, falling into a heap on the wooden planks of the pier because the thrill was so great and they wanted to do it again and again.  

She walks closer to the edge. She looks out at the skeletal West pier, in contrast to the Palace pier - dark, cold, forgotten.  It’s black, and so low, and with fierce green waves, rolling high up to the railings.  She thinks how foolish an idea it was to jump off.  What damage would it have done?  Like jumping into that swimming pool with no chance of a whopping impact to crack open her skull. It never would have done the job.  
She steps on the ledge.  The traffic below hisses by in a constant stream. There’s a homeless person on the bench staring out at the West pier.  How many times must he have had the same thoughts?  And what makes him so much stronger than her, living in his own piss and starvation and misery?   But everything is calm now.  She feels nothing.  Not even pain.  The history is in her bones again.  Here she feels it.  Feet planted on the ledge.  Long, imaginary roots planted so firmly in this place, this building. As if she belongs.

There’s no railing for her to hang onto.  This time it’s just her and the seagulls and the wind rattling past her ears, whispering, do it, come on.  It’s not hard.   Now she’s ready. As she stares at the pier, those horror movie clips flash past her eyes again. That look he gave her at the bar. His smug smile.  And as he turned, that girl hooked on his arm, whispering in his ear.  Her skirt tight and her tits spilling out of her blouse.  And there was Evie in her baggy overalls and T-shirt, covered in paint. Not a scrap of makeup. Not standing a chance.  And them both turning away, laughing at a private joke.  The memory cuts into her gut. Her body numbs again, disappearing somewhere else.

It’s going to be OK, she whispers. She feels at peace as her brain tells her right leg to move and as it moves, another gust of wind whistles past her ear. Her heart starts pounding. Her ears are ringing.  Do it! she screams inside, do it! And she really wants to. She’s ready.   
Suddenly a voice comes from behind her.  It stops her a beat before she’s about to launch her body from the edge.

“Knock, knock!” it yells.  “Hey, lady.  Hey!  Knock, knock! Hey!”

It startles her.  She freezes.  Looks down at her purple plimpsoles, balancing on the edge.

“I said, knock, knock!” the voice yells again.

She turns and sees a shadow in the dark.  The moon illuminates white wispy hair, blowing in the breeze.  Light glints off the top of thick-lensed glasses.

“Come on lady, knock, knock.  It’s a joke.”

“What?” she whispers. She peers into the dark, but can’t make out his figure.

“I’m trying to cheer you up.  You seem like you need cheering up.  So, I say, knock, knock!  Now you answer.”

“Answer?  Who are you?”

“Just answer and I’ll tell you.”

“I don’t care,” she says.

“Yes, you do.  You’re curious.  Come on.  You must be. ‘bout what I’m going to tell you.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Oh, come on.  Just answer.  And then you can jump after.”

 “Leave me alone,” she says.

“I will after.  After you answer my joke.”

“Fuck off!”

“No,” he says. “Come on, just hear my joke.” His face comes into the light. His eyes are magnetic.  She takes a faltering step away from the edge.  

“OK,” says the man, almost to himself. Like he’s rehearsing. “Knock, knock. Who’s there? Go fuck yourself!” He squeals with laughter, snorts, coughs a few times, and then carries on laughing, as if it’s the funniest thing in the world. Then he doubles over in a fit of coughing. She swears it’s the homeless man from the bench.  His eyes are pale blue and watery.  He wears a stained navy overcoat and brown tweed trousers, stapled at the hem and tied at the waist with string.  His tufts of hair keep whipping in the breeze like white candy floss.  

“Right,” she says.  “Thanks for that.”

“You’re welcome,” he says.

 “I’ve got another joke, if you come down.”
“I DON’T WANT ANOTHER JOKE,” she yells, and because it feels good, she 
lets out another yell, “AAAAAAAGH!!  JESUS MOTHERFUCKING, COCKSUCKING CHRIST!  FUCK, FUCK, FUCKING FUCK, WHY? JUST LEAVE ME THE FUCK ALONE!” 

The old man stares back at her.  Blinks.  Looks at his shoulder and picks off a piece of fluff.  

Evie walks over to the ledge again and looks down.  And she’s furious. It’s gone.  Her nerve.  All that effort, and now this asshole has taken away whatever last piece of bravery she had left. Her tears start flowing, hot down her cheeks, and she begins shivering through her drenched coat and it seems so hopeless, because she can’t die and she can’t live, she can’t do anything.  It comes in waves throughout her body, slicing into her gut with such unbearable force, it almost knocks her over.  Her knees buckle and she sits down and gives way to overwhelming weariness. He sits down beside her.  Mumbles a bit.  Sniffs a few times. His hands are trembling. 

Her sobs hit her again.  Her throat aches. She wraps her arms around herself to try and smooth it away. She looks up to meets his eyes and is struck by the twin soul that stares back, reflecting pain in equal measure.  But his is mixed with strength and resignation.  Like he’s made it through to the other side. Fought hard and wrangled it into submission.  What must he be seeing? She looks at him, desperate for an answer or a flash of brilliant insight that would make it all make sense.  He stares back.  

“Aniseed ball?” he says, offering her a white paper bag.

 She looks down at the grubby bag. Gives a huge sigh and wipes her nose.  She doesn’t suppose she can ask him to hold her.  She takes an aniseed ball and pops it in her mouth.  It’s fiery and hot.  They sit in silence as the wave of pain subsides again, and she concentrates on the smooth ball in her mouth, clacking against her teeth.  The layers evaporate under her tongue and the aniseed burns the back of her throat.

 “I was up here the night of the great fire,” he says. “The Great Fire of the West Pier.  Remember that?  Don’t all cities have ‘The Great Fire of…’  You know?  I bet Brighton had a few.  Not just the pier.   Bastards they were that set that.  I watched ‘em do it.  There’s also a haunted walk, like Jack the Ripper.  Only a Brighton version.  But we didn’t have any famous slashers, so…I mean, there was Peter Tobin. I was a tour-guide for a while, but got fired.  Because of my spatial reasoning disorder.”

 “Your what?”


“Spatial reasoning disorder.”

“Is that the real name for it?”
“No, I can’t remember the real name, but I like the way it sounds.  Spatial reasoning 

disorder.  SRD.”

 “What does that mean?” she says.

“Means I’m clumsy.  I drop things, I bump into things.”

“Oh.  I’m sorry to hear that.”

Evie sniffs a few times and looks at him. She wonders why they’re not talking

about her.  Wasn’t she the one who was about to jump off a building?  Shouldn’t they be addressing that?

“Yeah.  Women don’t like clumsiness.  I don’t get many dates.”

“You don’t get many dates because of the SRP?”

“SRD.  No. But yeah, I know it seems funny, but homeless people do have dates.”

“Oh yeah?” Evie thinks for a minute. “Where do you go for dinner then?” she says.
“Well there’s some really good bins down by the i360.  Lots of fish and chips.”

Evie forces herself to cover her smile.  Then he nudges her and gives her a wink.  

“Classy,” she says.  She erupts into laughter.  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t laugh.”

“No, you shouldn’t.  It’s like that Martha Wainwright album: ‘I know You’re

Married, But I Have Feelings Too.’”

“OK.  How is it like that?”

“I don’t know.”

“OK then.” 

They sit in silence again.  

“My best friend got grabbed by him when we were kids, by the way,” says Evie.

“Who?”

“Peter Tobin.”

“No!” he says.  “Did she get away?”

“Yeah, luckily.  She bit his hand and ran off.”

The old man crunches his aniseed ball.  Offers her the bag.  She takes another one and pops it in her mouth.

“Is that your bench down there?” she asks.

“Yeah.  My turf.”

“Uh-huh,” says Evie.  She rolls the aniseed ball around in her mouth, feels the mottled bumps as she sucks the first layer off. She wipes her leftover tears with the back of her hand.

 “So, do you have turf wars?” she says.

“Yeah.  A lot,” he says.  He stares straight ahead and sucks hard on his aniseed

ball. “What made you want to jump,” he says.

She sighs.  “I don’t know.  I don’t know if I want to talk about it now.”

“OK.  Well I’m here if you want to.  I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

Evie searches inside of herself.  Where there was an almost uncontainable ball of 

madness an hour before, and where she expected a vomit of words to come, now she feels nothing.  Neutral.  But a shift.  A seedling of determination growing. As if, during their conversation, she’d hit the re-set button.  It doesn’t feel good, but it doesn’t feel unbearable anymore. 

“Let me guess,” says the man.  “It’s about a boy, isn’t it?”

Evie nods. 

“I was in love once,” he says.  “Her name was Bettina.”

“Oh.  Where’d you meet?”

“West Pier.  Before it was burned down the last time.  Gang of us used to sneak on there at night.  Steal a boat from the beach, two in the morning.  She was only passing through Brighton.  Bettina.  From Romania. The love of my life. I’ve had five.”

“Five girlfriends?”

“Five loves of my life.”

“Don’t you only get one?”

“If you’re unlucky.”

“So, you’ve been lucky?”

“Yes.  I used to be in finance.”

“Finance?”

“Yep.  But I let things slide a bit.”

“How do you mean?”

“Just, things got out of control.  Life stuff.  It runs in my family.  I was doing OK.  Love fucks you up.  It takes you hostage.  It makes you its bitch.”

“Yeah.  If I’d known that, I’d never have opened that door.”

“Makes you weak.  Takes away all your power.”

“Yep.”

“What did your fella do?”

Evie thinks for a moment.  She doesn’t know where to begin.  

She says, “I don’t know.  I don’t know what happened.  I didn’t know what was happening until it was over.  I guess it was a game, and I didn’t know I was in it.  He was always ten steps ahead.  I was set up to lose from the start.  But I didn’t know it going in.  I thought he was the love of my life. It seemed like I was on the right path, and then he blindsided me and knocked me off.  I can’t explain it. I can’t believe how fooled I was.”

“Sounds like a psychopath,” he says.

Evie sighs.  She crunches on the aniseed ball.  

“Didn’t I see you on the bench when I was standing on the ledge?  Was that you down there?  I saw you looking out at the sea, at the pier.  I was wondering about you.  I wondered what gave you strength to keep going.”

“You mean, as if I’ve got nothing to live for?  I may not have a home, but I’ve got a social life.  I’ve got friends.  I’ve got food.  I can go to the shelter if it gets too bad.  Or up here.  No one ever comes up here.  It’s lovely in the summer.”

Evie sighs and wraps her arms around herself.

“So,” he says.  “What are you going to do now?”

“I don’t know. Live my life, I suppose. Take it a day at a time.  Work on my art. Try to not think about stuff so hard.”  

The man stares at her. “You think the pain will never go away,” he says.  “I know. I felt it too.  But it does. Hey, look at me.” 

She meets his eyes. 

“You think your heart will never be mended,” he says.  “But it will.”
“It won’t,” she says, and the tears start again. “I just don’t want to feel anything anymore.”

“You thought dying would make you never feel pain again?”

She nods.

“Of course, it would.  But dying would never let you feel happiness again either.  Ever think of that?”

“Happiness,” she says. “I don’t think that’s possible.” 

“Broken hearts heal.  You’ll find someone else.  You’ll be happy again.”

“Why do people always say that?” she says.  She yanks out an aniseed ball from the bag, studies it for a second and throws it at the door.  It cracks in two.  “As if finding love is as easy as picking another chocolate out of a box.  And for the most part, it’s a coffee one.  Or an orange one.  And you’re always getting a soft one.”

“Like thumbing in a softie?”

“No.  Not like thumbing in a softie.  Nothing like thumbing in a softie. I’m onto an analogy.  Let me finish.”

“OK,” he says.

“I mean, why is it always the coffee or the orange one anyway? And you just want a hard caramel.  And you can’t wait to sink your teeth in.  And then you finally do get one.  And it’s the best feeling in the world. And you think it’s going to go somewhere.”

“Can I interrupt and say, not everyone likes caramels?  I don’t.  I like the soft ones.”

“Well maybe I like the hard ones!”

“And maybe that’s your problem.”

“OK, look.  I don’t think you’re getting my point.”

“The point is about your liking hard caramels.  Which is an analogy for hard men?”

“Sort of.  But no.  Point is, why don’t people realize it’s not like that?  Finding your soul mate, someone you connect with is like finding a needle in a haystack.  Like a, fuckin’, I don’t know, diamond in amongst all those pebbles on the beach.  One in a million. And I had that.  I had it. It felt like I’d won the lottery, and I lost the ticket.”

“No, my dear girl,” he says.  “You thought you found the winning ticket.  But when you looked down, you saw the numbers were wrong.  You wanted to believe it was right so badly, you projected good qualities onto a bad person.”

“Well then…why did it feel so right?”

“People are clever.  They can say all the right things to get what they want.  Especially if a girl is vulnerable.  They can sense it.  But think about it, is your soul mate an asshole?  Is that what your soul deserves? Isn’t destroying yourself in order to get what you want a little bit crazy?”

Evie thinks for a second.

“He wasn’t kind,” he says.
“No.”

“But you are.”

She nods. “But if I hadn’t made so many mistakes.  Always saying the wrong things.”

He laughs.  “Do you think something as trivial as saying the wrong things would get in the way of true love?  Would you let it?”

“No.  But he did.”

“Then you’d be forever chasing him,” he says. “And you’re not the kind of girl who needs to chase boys.  Look at you.”

She starts to sob again.  He reaches out and squeezes her shoulder.  

“It’ll all be fine,” he says. He pats her back.
They sit in the dark for a while.  The rain has stopped, but the cars hiss past in the wet streets below.  The seagulls have ceased squawking. Evie picks away at a loose thread in the sleeve of her coat and the old man starts humming while he rubs her back.  She can feel the aniseed burn in the back of her throat. And then gradually the numbness starts evaporating, like the mist that was around her an hour before.  She begins feeling lighter.  She thinks that if she’s not going to die, if she’s going to stay in this world, then she’d have to just accept the mediocrity of it.  The mediocrity it was before she knew the high that love could bring.  And was that so intolerable?  Maybe there could be a life without all that intensity.  She could learn to live with boredom perhaps. She could try waiting it out a bit longer, see what happens.  

“You think you won’t feel it ever again,” he says.  “But I have a sneaking suspicion someone out there is already madly in love with you.  And he’s waiting for you to see him.  See, that’s what your problem was.  You picked the wrong man.  The right one wouldn’t let anything come between you.  But you’re so blinded by this asshole, you can’t see the real thing right in front of you.”

She gives a big sigh.  “Someone ordinary.”

“Ordinary isn’t a bad thing.  Maybe that’s what you need right now.  An ordinary bloke with an ordinary name.  Like Bob.  Or Pete.  Or Mark.”

“Or Dave, even,” says Evie. 

“Yes, a Dave.  A nice dose of Dave is what you need right now.”

The door slams open and Bazina launches out, looking wildly around.
“Zina!” says Evie.  She jumps up.

“Jesus Christ, Evie.  What the fuck do you think you’re doing up here?  I knew it. 

I knew you were going to be here. Jesus fucking Christ, would you get over yourself already?”


“Really?” says Evie.  “That’s what you have to say to me?”


“You need to get over yourself right now.  I don’t have time for this shit anymore!”


“It’s OK, it’s OK.  I am over myself.  I did nearly jump, but this man talked me down.” 

Bazina grabs her and hugs her so hard she can’t breathe.  She starts sobbing. 

“Didn’t you get my messages?” she says.

“No, I was kinda distracted,” says Evie.
“Pippin’s in hospital.”

“What?  Holy Christ. What happened?”

“Sorry to interrupt,” says the old man. “Does anyone want an aniseed ball?”

Bazina stares at him in bewilderment.

“No thanks,” says Evie.  I’ve had enough.”

The man nods and wanders off mumbling to himself.

“Come on,” says Bazina, grabbing Evie by the hand. “They took him to emergency. They’re pumping his stomach. We’ll have to get a taxi.”
#  #  #
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Appendix
Journal of Process

December 3, 2019

I got back into starting to work on The Pier today.  Reading through my index cards and plot outline.  I had a great idea, although I’m noticing I have too many ideas and need to work with what I have.  The final art piece in Evie’s show is a painting of Pippin’s glittery penis, with almost a ruby hue, in references to Dorothy’s shoes in Wizard of Oz.  I decided that she should call the final art piece “Dorothy’s Best Friend.”  This is in reference to the term “Friend of Dorothy” which is code-word for being gay, but also the double entendre of the penis being a girl’s best friend and “girls” being the gender drag queens refer to each other at times. It’s very much in keeping with Pippin’s character. 

I have strong images of scenes of how this whole story will look visually.  I just need to piece it all together.  As I’ve already written half of the 9,000 works with the introduction, I decided to treat the second half as a short story, only because I’m finding the idea of trying to think about an entire novel as daunting.  It might help me focus on what’s important for that particular section of the novel, to narrow it down, and as most of the short stories I’ve been writing have been about 5,000 works, it seems doable. 

I’m going up to Brighton either this weekend or the next few weeks, as well as over Christmas.  I want to remind myself of the vibe of the lanes, the pier, the streets, the cafes, Embassy court, and how it feels to stand underneath the skeleton of the West Pier. To think about how it feels for Evie to be standing on it in the cold night, with the seagulls always squawking overhead, the sound of the sea, and the smell of the salt air.  

I’m still waiting for the book Ready to Catch Him Should He Fall by Neil Bartlett, which isn’t in until Friday, and it doesn’t give me a lot of time to read before I start writing.  I have a lot to squeeze in to these 4 weeks over Christmas, which is the only time I’ll have to work on the story, given how much time the other courses take. 

December 4, 2019

Today I changed two of the characters and their backgrounds.  Wren, Evie’s best friend, who is described as a small hippy chick with long dark hair, is now going to be a tall, lanky black woman.  She is still motherly, but less vulnerable, and more tough, but she is still tied to her husband, who is physically abusive.  She can’t seem to break away.  She has the same mannerisms, but she has a different ethnic background.  Her cooking, and her values, etc. come from her culture.  The antagonist, Damien, is now Italian and not a club owner but a film director (still sleazy) and 15 years older than Evie.  They’ve had a one-year relationship instead of a much shorter relationship.  

The story is now going to be told third-person.  
I’ve decided Pippin the drag queen is a sort of fairy godmother to Evie initially, and she depends on him in the beginning to rescue her, but then there’s a reversal and she has to rescue him and rescue herself, because he dies.  Evie and Bazina fall out and she is truly on her own to work out her stuff.  Although there’s this ongoing thread of Dave quietly falling in love with her in the background, she can’t bring herself to feel anything for him until she gets Damien out of her system, and the whole point is for her to learn to love herself, not jump from man to man.  So, by the time she actually hooks up with Dave it’s longer – 6 months to a year after getting over Damien. This way she is stronger.  And it shows she loves herself enough to make better choices for herself. 

I’ve added some more interesting locations, landmarks around Brighton to set my scenes in.  I’ve made a list of 42 scenes in total (part of my outline) and these are events that happen in certain locations, but I need to outline more clearly what the goal of each scene is to help move the plot forward, though I’ve listed major points like the inciting incident, plot point 1, plot point 2, climax, denouement, etc.  

I’ve thought about having Evie, my main character, meet Pippin in the beginning of the story, rather than them having been friends prior, as I want to have her meeting him as part of the story, part of her arc, and why these people have come into her life. She meets Pippin for the first time in the art class where he has come to pose nude for her class. Then he leads her into his world. I want to see her pulled into his world, sucked along by the energy and magnetic force he has, which is an energy that drives all along in the background of the story. It seems like an interesting twist that she starts off suicidal, then meets a fairy godmother/savior who convinces her not to take her life, and then she goes on a wild journey with Pippin, where their roles intertwine, become reversed at times, and in the end, ultimately Pippin teaches her about resilience and self-reliance.  She wants to remember his strong qualities – his self-belief, his confidence, his boldness, and I guess the memory of his fabulous glittery penis, which is like a temple. It hangs in the transformed drag shop, behind the till, where all the drag queens can admire it when they come into the shop. 

I’ve thought about how Evie is like a dull, brown sparrow, with barely a voice in the beginning, unlike Pippin.  She is not necessarily beautiful, but she is in a natural way.  She doesn’t wear makeup, has shoulder length red hair, pale skin, freckles, green eyes, large breasts, medium build.  And she doesn’t feel beautiful in comparison to the other women/woman who Damian dumps her for – a willowy blonde with movie star looks.  She sees herself as a dull person in relation to these women, and I guess that’s kind of the point Damien wants her to feel, so he can make her feel even more worthless.  But others see her beauty, not just outside, but inside.  She comes to see it in the end, and it’s most especially reflected in her artwork.  Her art gets progressively bolder, and she finds her voice through her artwork, and this is recognized and rewarded in the end.  But she does it for herself in the end, not the external validation.  

I want the night club scenes to be all gay club scenes, not related to any straight clubs I’ve known.  I know there is darkness in Pippin’s past, but I want to flesh out more of what Evie’s darkness is – where it comes from. Although she presents herself as dull and voiceless, there is a vivid world within her, and we see it come through stronger and stronger throughout the novel.  She finds her voice.  Accepts herself as quiet, not bold like Pippin, but her unique quietness is OK. 

I read Ready to Catch Him Should He Fall by Neil Bartlett yesterday.  I was inspired by the world-building, and the people in that world.  His voice isn’t the same as mine.  I’ll use some of the atmosphere for my story. Reminding myself to use sensual details, as Evie will notice all of these, e.g. coming from the beach, making love to Damien, she is salty, her hair is knotted from the wind, cheeks are flushed.  He maybe notices, comments, although he won’t compliment her.  Refuses. I will make him even darker. More emotionally violent, and more of the build-up:  the grooming, then the covert abuse, which makes her doubt it really happens at all, which is why he’s so clever.  She doesn’t know she’s encountered pure evil.

December 5, 2019

Did a lot of work on clarifying the abbreviated version of the scene descriptions.  This allowed me to have an easier overview of the flow and the arc, plot points, etc., of all 3 main characters.  Saw the places I need to clear up, add more to, such as the beginning, as it has more action and clearer purpose later on in the story.  I’m toying with the idea of whether or not she should meet Pippin at the top of the story or if she has known him a long time.  I’m comparing her journey with him with addiction, as that is one of the themes – addiction and obsession, and the arc with Pippin would be the excitement in the beginning, until he falls apart too, and is unreliable in giving her a high or making her feel worthy/rescuing.  At the end of the day, she still has to face herself, and find value from within, and his death forces her to do this.

Wrote four questions to answer for each character:

What is the through-line/driving force

What is getting in the way of achieving what they want

What do they have to learn

What does the shop mean to them?

And it turns out that this was useful, as the shop is the main through-line for all the characters, what keeps them driving forward as well as their individual issues.  It means different things to each character, and serves a purpose in all their lives, tells you about their character through their attitude about the shop.

Bazina, for instance, has the biggest use for the shop.  This is because it helps show her that she can be independent, she is good at something, despite her husband controlling her, trying to keep her from realizing her value and ability.  She discovers she is very good in many areas of managing the shop, and this serves her growth and emancipation.

I’ve made an interesting twist at the end, empowering Evie more.  Damien loses some of his power as we realize he’s ageing and can’t get what he wants as easily as he used to.  He loses his job, has no money, and his string of young women aren’t as interested in him anymore.  He ends up having to live with his mum.  

Got deeper into Pippin’s backstory.  The dark side of what drives him (childhood sexual abuse) and he tries to cover up this shame and memory with is drug use.  Wants to be clean, but when he is, the memories flood in.  So he escapes again. He’s driven to succeed as a performer with his own one-woman show, so I need to actually write that so I know what it’s about.  Autobiographical of his life.  Shirley Bassie features in there.  One of his impersonations or something.  I’ve added their star signs, I find this significant because it gives me templates.  Originally Pippin was a Leo, now I’ve made him Pisces/Leo rising, because his external is Leo, but his real self is Pisces, showing his extreme fragility underneath.  Evie is Cancer/Leo rising, giving her that depth of feeling (hurt esp.) but she needs a bit of fire to keep her out of her shell somewhat, and the two Leo risings of her and Pippin is what attracts them to each other.

December 6, 2019

Worked on back-story for Evie/Damien.  Helped with seeing her mindset when the novel opens, that she’s fresh from this experience, in a state of obsession/despair.  She’s lost him and thinks it’s her fault, that she’ll never feel that way again.  She is out of control.  He has all the power.  

December 11, 2019

Worked on climax scene as this had been pre-written and had a good energy about it on the page, so I transferred to the laptop.  I had written it as a scene where she goes to jump off the edge of Embassy Court, and then is talked down by a homeless person, and he’s full of sage advice, says all the right things, but it seemed boring and overly sentimental.  So, I decided to go way out in left field and have him talk her down by yelling at her a knock knock joke to distract her, and then when she is distracted, and the joke is bad, he says he’ll tell her another one and she yells at him and goes to jump again, but has then lost her nerve.  Then they have an ordinary conversation and it becomes comedic, where he tells her he has spatial reasoning disorder and this impedes him getting dates because he’s clumsy and women don’t like clumsiness.  The irony is that he’s not getting dates because of his disorder rather than the fact that he’s homeless.  Then I was worried that I’m not being PC enough and I’m going to offend someone because they’ll think I’m criticizing homeless people, and that made me mad because I wonder what is left anymore to make comedy out of?  How sensitive do we have to be?  And it isn’t really making fun of his homelessness, the character also sees the irony.  I wrote a description of the art piece that goes with this scene, because my main character, Evie, creates a series of artwork to go along with her healing process.  And I really liked what I described and, again, it made me want to get more into creating artwork as a form of expression, especially helping me with characters, but I know that I can’t include it in a novel unless it’s graphic novel. Anyway, it would help me with the creative process and get into the mind of my character who creates the work. I’m wondering if you can mix up the tone of a serious scene with something light and comedic.  I don’t want it to be perceived as backing away from a serious topic (suicide), but I just wasn’t liking the sentimental tone.  She resolves the issue, but with the added benefit of this conversation with the quirky homeless guy.  

December 17
I worked on smoothing out some of the transitions between the moments in the suicide scene.  I felt that it had to be plausible if I was going to make it comedy.  I am still working on this.  I added some more moments where she is reflecting on what she is feeling in between the transition from him talking her down from the ledge and launching into a comedic conversation with him.  I added in even more comedic moments, but at the same time, he is quite wise and able to offer insights and the words she needs to hear.

December 18

I finished off the scene.  I didn’t want to do any further edits because I need to know if it works or not and get some feedback first before I invest more time.  Overall, I think I’ve smoothed out the transitions, but I think I’d like to add more to this scene to stretch it out so that we can see the various beats she goes through to arrive at this transition of deciding to live rather than die. 

March 31, 2020 

Worked on Nanna Ruby’s back story and character grid.  Realized I hadn’t drawn a full picture in my mind about her motivations and story arc.  Realized how feisty she is, and that she has a stronger through-line in wanting to save the shop for deeper reasons – it is like a part of her, her link to her heritage, her family, the good memories of time with her sisters.  Realized that she is very independent, a woman ahead of her time in that she didn’t adhere to the traditional female role of looking after a man.  She had two unhappy marriages and decided that she didn’t need a man to survive.  That she is fine on her own.  Realized she’s more artistic than I realized.  Wrote about the history of the shop and how her mother started it and it was originally a fabric shop in the 1940s, then went on to be a second-hand shop owned by her mother, then passed on to Ruby.  She grew up with the shop, it’s been in her life forever.  She’s lost all her sisters, she doesn’t want to lose this last remaining piece of her legacy.  Her daughter and her are estranged, so she knows it won’t be handed down to her, it’s only Pippin that’s left, and he has barely any interest.  Her stubbornness is standing in the way of the shop succeeding.  So, she goes through a process of having to change, accept input from a younger generation if she wants it to survive.  But the history will remain there, they will keep honouring the heritage through keeping the walls plastered with historical photos from the past.  Bazina is building the brand and keeping it alive (has a knack for business), pulling on the great history, remembering all the positive things from the past, building the first website, focusing on what made it unique, what’s kept it going, writing a biography of the history of Nanna Ruby and her mother (also Ruby) and how it’s a Brighton landmark, as steadfast as Dockerills and Infinity Foods.  Kept going, proving it can survive difficult times, theme of all three characters, including Ruby, who has a moment to relate to them about the difficult times in her life, and how she kept going.  And look where she is.  She survived!  Beat bronchitis for a third time, is out of the hospital, and back to working in the shop again!  It’s a story about survival, and these themes become clearer as I write the book.  Also worked on the back story of the shop itself, which was really fun.  It gave me a stronger visual of what it looks like inside, and how the changing window displays will look. 

April 2, 2020

Wrote a bit about the lighter sides of Pippin and Evie today and their relationship.  This is because Pippin felt one-dimensional and self-absorbed, which he is, but I also wanted to show the positive side of him, and why he is so significant to Evie.  He is intrigued by her because of her artistic talent, she draws fabulous looking outfits, like Bob Mackie or Patricia Field, very dramatic stuff.  Evie is going to have more of a bond with the other drag queens through getting involved with their costuming, i.e. designing and sewing for them.  The bond between Pippin and Evie is strong in the beginning, much like a new romance, where they obviously feel like lost souls, have been deeply wounded, and comfort each other.  Pippin is very complimentary and motherly towards Evie, tries to help her heal, and she fills a void within him, his need to mother, his need for adoration and closeness.  Their relationship is a bit co-dependent in the beginning, and she is his latest addiction.  I’ve decided to change one of the earlier scenes where Bazina is cooking them breakfast the next morning after they wake up after a night of partying, to Pippin cooking, because I want the chance to show this nurturing side of him.  Bazina is going to be less the nurturing one, and more the business-minded practical one.  She’s less prone to extreme emotions, she’s a good balance for the two of them, and keeps them from completely going off the rails.  I also realized that Evie wants to help out in the shop partly to show her appreciation for Pippin’s help, and to help him out when he can’t be there – mostly because he doesn’t want to, but sometimes because he just can’t because of his addiction problem.  The roles reverse – he rescues Evie in the beginning, but she ends up rescuing him mid-way – although she isn’t successful because he dies.  This makes more impact – because she really cared for him, but the lesson is that she has to start caring for herself.  Being more independent.  I also wrote about Damien’s moment before, his perspective on the ending of his relationship with Evie.  It was dark to write – not pleasant.  He’s more evil and self-absorbed than I thought.  A dark force that wants to suck her under.  I need to write more about his light side aswell though, so that we can see why she was drawn to him in the first place.  It seems she is drawn to dark characters, but what she needs is a light person.  I wrote about Evie’s past relationship with Karla – that it was two dark relationships, and then, finally, the third time lucky, Dave, a light one.  Who is just right.  Karla was less evil, just immature and rebellious.  
April 3, 2020

Wanting to change the events of the relationship with Damien a bit. Need to be answering the question why as to their relationship.  What was positive about it?  He couldn’t have been evil right from the beginning otherwise she wouldn’t have been with him.  What draws her to him in the beginning is his physical magnetism.  He played the role of someone who wanted to be traditional like her, settle down and have a family.  Claiming that he was tired of the lifestyle he’d lead.  Said he wanted to “come home to you.”  Made her think this meant he wanted her to be his partner.  When they talked in the beginning it was like they were the same person, they seemed to connect intellectually aswell as spiritually, until she realized he has no soul.  In the beginning, he really was feeling that way, he really did want to change his ways, if only because he was so lonely.  She didn’t realize how unevolved he was, although he was a lot older, he was emotionally immature.  The first three months of their relationship seemed perfect, and he genuinely did connect with her.  But there were so many temptations from other women all the time.  The promises he made in the beginning were real, but he didn’t realize he couldn’t keep them because he couldn’t stop philandering.  She suspected early on, but he always reassured her it wasn’t true.  They used to go for walks along the seafront and go and see movies all the time.  They had the same sense of humour, although his was a lot darker.  He was cynical about people.  Didn’t like them much, it seemed.  Although he had no problem communicating with women.  They would stay home all weekend whenever they could and watch movies and cuddle on the couch.  He would cancel plans for dinner with other people, try to get out of business meetings if he could to spend time with her.  In the beginning, she liked how assertive he was with people not taking any crap from anyone.  Then it seemed to spill over to bordering on abusive, the way he would handle things, to the point of almost having tantrums, and it made her cringe.  He always had to be right.  And where he was patient with her in the beginning, he started losing his patience, not allowing her to express difference of opinions.  So, after three months is when things started declining, until the six-month mark, when he just got bored and found someone else and dumped her.

April 15, 2020

After feeling stuck with Chapter 1, which was writing the scene where Evie meets Pippin for the first time, I took a few days off and then got back to it yesterday.  I ironed it out, realizing I’d been repeating myself, saying the same idea several times.  It also needed to be edited a lot.  I was using a sketch of a scene I’d written a year ago, when the character came to me, but before I decided to use him for this novel.  I realized there was a lot of material there, I just needed to refine it a bit.  I also changed the reaction she has to him in the beginning, from admiration, to resentment.  I played up his charisma, and her annoyance, but in the end, he wins her over by being so charming and exciting.  I like the ending I added, finishing up with the Caramello Queen, singing a Mamma Cass song, with her junk hanging out the slit of her dress. 

April 29, 2020

I’m coming to the end of my dissertation now.  The scenes seem to be taking shape and the characters are more defined through doing the writing.  I’ve been taking the pre-planned scenes and fleshing them out.  I think that working out a rough outline and doing all the character work, including back stories, helps with each scene because I know how they will react in certain situations and I know to plant the seeds of something that may happen in the future or what happened in the past because of the pre-planning.  At the same time, I’ve been open to having new things happen in the scene as I’m writing it.  The task of writing a novel has felt daunting, but as I’m progressing and as I know the whole plot in my mind, it seems to be coming together.  I struggle with wanting to introduce too many characters and have held back with that.  I’m glad that Pippin is becoming clearer, he is way more rebellious than I thought, and his actions and dialogue reveal who he is.  At first when I sketched him out he was bitchy and vain, some negative qualities, but I’ve discovered that he also possesses a warm, loving side.  The other drag queens are very motherly towards Evie. I’ve discovered in the writing that Pippin and Evie bond over their shared experience of broken hearts and are drawn to each other because of that. Bazina sees the relationship as unhealthy and Evie sees her reaction as just jealousy, but she can’t see what’s really going on.  I want to set it up so that we have a very intoxicating experience for Evie in the beginning, Pippin is like a drug, he is so fascinating to her, but she gets addicted and then it becomes destructive, as he starts spiraling downwards.  He threatens to steer her off the straight and narrow, just like Damian did.  Working on this dissertation has given me the confidence to try working on a novel, as I didn’t think I would be capable of it before.  I’m looking forward to continuing with the story and trying to complete an entire novel, which has been completely outlined now.  
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