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This time it’s not a dream.
Artwork to go with this scene: Girl in a black dress, which is flapping in the wind. She’s standing on the edge of Embassy Court. She has on a parachute and has taken her first jump.  Her face looks blissful. There is a flying bird in front of her looking at her with horror.  It is dropping a peace lily from its beak.  There’s a minotaur beast flying above her, with a giant pair of scissors, and an evil smile.  He has yanked a piece of the parachute and is snipping a great hole in it.  The sky has black clouds, but a ray of sunshine is peeking out from the edge, and one of the beams is reaching her.  Seagulls are flying overhead, pecking at the minotaur.  He is dark and muscular, with powerful wings.  The old man is standing on the rooftop reaching out to give her an aniseed ball from his bag of sweets, but she is out of his reach.  You can see the faces of a few people looking out the window of Embassy Court and their eyes are hollow, filled with deadness and resignation.  It’s like they are in prison. They have arms stretched out the windows to catch a few aniseed balls that rain down from the bag of sweets.  

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 down, 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 itself around her like a damp shawl as she runs. Through her dewy lashes she sees the building ahead of her.  Grey, with paint peeling, flapping in the wind, like a dying elephant.  Wrinkled and all round-edged.  Built streamlined in the 1940s, with its silvery windows like sexy sunglasses wrapping around it’s curves. Gradually it’s been given the go-by and now it sits, battered by the endless briny sea air, as equally battered souls stare out from within. 	Comment by Joanna Lambert: 	Comment by Joanna Lambert: Think this is a great, suspenseful mix of sentence lengths.	Comment by Joanna Lambert: This is obviously subjective, but would be tempted to lose ‘dewy’.. am not sure why, just seems to lower the tension..	Comment by Joanna Lambert: Oh brilliant!
She can almost hear Bazina’s voice whispering at her back, stop, and the ghost of her hand reaching at her coat, trying to grab with all her strength.  But she’d yell at her if she did.  Punch her hand away.  Tell her to turn back, look away, just let me go, please.  The snot is running now, blending with her tears, and she wipes at it with the sleeve of her coat.  She arrives at the front door with its splintered glass window.  It’s unlocked, and the clanking metal sound bangs away in the wind. She goes inside and feels the damp and it’s just as cold inside as out. There are cracked lightshades stretching down a dark hallway, like mini flying saucers covered in black mold, and half of the bulbs are broken.  Someone’s pissed against the wall and she steps over the yellow puddle and winces at the stench of ammonia. The hallways echo with nightmares and secrets, ghosts whispering in the halls, don’t come inside, girl, you don’t want to come in here.  Run away, girl. Run!	Comment by Joanna Lambert: Brilliantly atmospheric
	Comment by Joanna Lambert: Brilliant, feels very real
With trembling legs, she begins to climb the concrete steps.  You stupid girl, says the voice in her head.  What are you doing?  She defies it with each new step, then another, then another.  Though her legs are still shaking, her feet are determined as she hikes, higher and higher, resolving with each step: This is what I want.  Keep going. It’s going to be OK now.  Her heart races as she climbs and her breath comes in short bursts.  Her T-shirt clings damply to her back.  She reaches the top, bangs open the door and steps out, breathing in the salty night air.  	Comment by Joanna Lambert: I would maybe lose damply? Just don’t think you need it.. 
She takes giant gasps, trying to catch her breath. The stench of rotting seaweed smacks her in the face.  The ever-present seagulls are squawking overhead. Someone has a wood fire burning and it immediately takes her back to the holiday with Karla in Sweden, visiting cousins.  The first night there, with Karla’s head was in her lap, she had stroked her beautiful black hair, and she knew she was falling in love with her. This had opened up the door to love, and once it was opened, she couldn’t close it again, or ever be the same person. It had set off a chain reaction and all of the other events she couldn’t have predicted, sending her on a downward spiral at breakneck speed, crashing into this inescapable moment. 	Comment by Joanna Lambert: It’s hard because obviously haven’t read the rest but I *think* maybe this kind of takes you out of the moment.. but maybe it needs to be here to set something else up..
She takes a few minutes to absorb the darkness of the night, 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 time she went on the spiral helter-skelter slide on the edge of the pier with Bazina in the summer when they were twelve.  How she had looked over and screamed all the way down, clinging to Bazina’s back, scared that she might fall into the water and the tide would carry her away.  After it had finished, they had laughed so hard, falling into a heap on the wooden planks of the pier, the sheer relief that it was over, and the thrill so great they wanted to do it again and again.  	Comment by Joanna Lambert: Ah see, maybe I was wrong about the other memory! Because this feels really ‘right’ like sort of stepping back and sort of distancing herself from where she is physically..
Slowly, she walks even closer to the edge. She looks directly out at the skeletal West pier, in contrast to the Palace pier, dark, cold, forgotten.  It’s black out there, and so low, and with fierce green waves, rolling high up to the railings and she thinks how foolish an idea it was to jump off.  What damage would it have done?  Just like jumping into that shallow swimming pool, with no chance of any whopping impact to crack open her skull. It never would have done the job.  She’d only be soaked, like that kid she was when those bullies took hold of her.  
She steps on the ledge.  The traffic below hisses by in a constant stream.  Formless bodies, oblivious.  Going home to their normal lives. Their biggest worry being what to make for dinner.  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 made him so much stronger than her, living in his own piss and starvation and misery?   But everything is calm now.  She is neutral.  She feels nothing.  Not even pain.  The history is in her bones again, here she feels it, feet planted on the ledge, with those long, imaginary roots planted so firmly into this place, this building, as if they are one entity. As if she belongs.
There’s no railing for her to hang onto this time.  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.  It’s easy.  Now she’s ready. She stares in a trance at the pier. For a brief second, those horror movie clips flash past her eyes again: That look he gave her at the bar. A slightly smug smile.  And as he turned, that girl, hooked onto his arm, smiling, whispering something in his ear.  Her skirt tight and her tits spilling out of her tank top.  And there was Evie in her baggy painting overalls and tank top, 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 sharply into her gut. Then her body numbs again, disappearing somewhere else.
It’s going to be OK, she whispers.  It’s going to be OK. The impulse is there now, and she feels at peace, and 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 wants to.  She really wants to.  
A voice comes from behind her.  It stops her just a beat before she thinks she is ready to launch her body from the edge.
“Knock, knock!” it yells.  “Hey, girl.  Hey!  Knock, knock! Hey!”
She doesn’t turn at first.  It startles her.  Then she freezes.  Looks down at her purple plimpsoles, balancing just on the edge.
“I said, knock, knock!” the voice yells.
She turns slowly and sees a figure in the dark.  The moon illuminates a flash of white wispy hair, blowing in the breeze.  Light glints off the top of thick-lensed glasses.
“Come on girl, knock, knock.  It’s a joke.”
“What?” she whispers. She peers more 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 kill yourself 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.  They form a vice-like grip over hers and they lure her towards him.  She takes a faltering step away from the edge.  
“OK,” she whispers, “OK, then. Who’s there?” 
“Go fuck yourself!” says the man, and 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 again in a fit of coughing. She swears it’s the same homeless man from the bench.  His eyes are pale blue and watery.  He wears a heavily 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, still laughing.
Evie walks over to the ledge again and looks down.  And then she’s furious. It’s gone.  Her nerve.  All that effort, and now this asshole had taken away whatever last piece of bravery she had left.
“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, FUCK, 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.  
Her tears start flowing then, 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 tremble, buckle, and she sits down and gives way to overwhelming weariness. He comes and sits down beside her.  Doesn’t speak.  Sniffs a few times.  Mumbles a bit.  His hands are trembling. Then, in another wave, her sobs hit her again, her throat aching, and she wraps her arms around herself to try and smooth it away. She looks up and meets his eyes, and she is struck by the twin soul that stares back at her, reflecting pain in equal measure.  Only his is mixed with strength and resignation.  Like he’d made it through to the other side. Fought hard and wrangled it into submission, and forged himself in steel.  What must he be seeing? She looks at him, desperate for some kind of answer, some relief, some flash of brilliant insight that would make it all make sense, or for his strength to wear off on her.  He stares back with equal intensity.  
“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 didn’t suppose she could ask him to hold her.  Resigned, 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.	Comment by Joanna Lambert: Oh I love this! Aniseed balls is unexpected and real.

 “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.  Only 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.”
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?	Comment by Joanna Lambert: This is fab. I love that he is just talking about himself, and I love the way the tension was all built up and now suddenly she’s sucking on an aniseed ball listening to him, that feels really true to life too.
“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.”
“Yeah.  Women don’t like clumsiness.  I don’t get much dates.”
“You don’t get much dates because of the SRP?
“SRD.  No. But yeah, I know it seems funny, but homeless people 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 Wren.
“Who?”
“Peter Tobin.”
“No!” he said.  “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 said.  He stares straight ahead and sucks hard on the aniseed ball.  “Tell me what made you want to jump,” he says.
She sighed.  “I don’t even 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 only an hour before, and where she expected that vomit of words to come, now she just feels nothing.  Neutral.  But a shift.  A seedling of determination growing again. As if, while the conversation had gone on, she’d hit the re-set button.  It didn’t feel good, but it didn’t feel unbearable, like before. 
“Let me guess,” said the man.  It’s about a boy, isn’t it?”
Evie nods. 
“I was in love once,” he said.  “Her name was Bettina.”
“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 just passing through Brighton.  From Romania. Bettina.  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?”	Comment by Joanna Lambert: This is a very nice, quirky way of looking at his situation
“Yes.  I used to be in finance.”
“Finance?”
“Yep.  Only 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’s an entity all of its own.  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 didn’t even know where to begin.  
She said, “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 even 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 just blindsided me and knocked me off.  I can’t explain it. I can’t believe how fooled I was.”
“Psychopaths are good at that,” 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, and I felt so weak up here that I’d given up.  With so much more to live for, comparatively.”
“What makes you think 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 endless 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 again.
“So,” says the homeless man.  “What are you going to do now?”
“I don’t know.  Just live my life, I suppose. Take it a day at a time.  Work on my art.  Hang out with my friends.  Try to not think about stuff so hard.”  
The man stares deeply at her with his watery eyes. “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 intense blue eyes, and they grip hold of her. 
“You think it will never be mended,” he says.  “But it will.”
“It won’t,” she says, and then 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, angry now.  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 just 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 here.  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 really think it’s going to go somewhere.”
“Can I just 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 on all levels is like finding a needle in a haystack.  Like a, flippin’, 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 said.  “You just thought you found the winning ticket.  But when you looked down, you saw the numbers were wrong.  You just wanted to believe it was right so badly, you projected good things 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? Is destroying yourself in order to get what you want just a little bit crazy?”
Evie thinks for a second.
“He wasn’t kind,” he says.
“No.”
“But you are.”
She nods. “But if only I hadn’t made so many mistakes.  Always saying the wrong things.”
He laughs.  “Do you really 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 and he reaches out an arm and gently squeezes her shoulder.  She begins to sob even more.  He pats her back.
“It’ll all be fine.”  
They sit in the dark for a while.  The rain has stopped now, but the cars still hiss past in the wet streets below.  The seagulls have stopped their squawking. Evie picks away at a loose thread in the sleeve of her coat, and the old man starts humming, while his hand gently rubs her back.  She still 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.  It starts to clear.  She beings 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 all the mediocrity of it.  The mediocrity it was before she knew the high of what love could bring.  And was that really 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 just a bit longer, see what happens.  
“You think you won’t feel it ever again,” he says, as if reading her thoughts.  “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 just 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.  Yes, someone ordinary.  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 herself out, looking wildly around.
“Zina!” says Evie.  She jumps up.
“Jesus Christ, Evie.  What in the fuck do you think you’re doing up here?  I knew it. 
I knew you were going to be here. Jesus fucking Christ Evie, would you just get the fuck over yourself already.”
	“Really?” says Evie.  “That’s what you have to say to me?”
	“You need to get the fuck over yourself right now and pull yourself together.  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 just 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?”
“No thank you,” 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.”	Comment by Joanna Lambert: I guess you already know this but I think you write brilliantly. This feels really carefully crafted, and has a very readable rhythm. I think the mix of tension and humour works really well, and the one kind of emphasises the other. I would be tempted to lose a few words here and there, just to keep it tight, but that’s subjective.. there was a bit about thumbing something to do with sweets that i didn’t get at all, is it a Canadian thing? I wasn’t sure if I was just being stupid!
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