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Her bedroom reeked of cigarette ash and stale perfume. Two ashtrays were packed with lipstick-stained filters as if she’d just popped out for another pack. A suspender belt hung from a chest of drawers, a mink scarf was curled like road kill at the floor next to her bed. A mirror opposite the bed reflected an image of me lying fully clothed and out of place on her crinkled sheets. My haircut and body could have been that of a boy, but my over-sized eyes made me look like a gothic Virgin Mary from a museum postcard. I wore a sweat-stained T-shirt and a pair of navy-blue tracksuit bottoms. My skin still smelt faintly of grease and coffee from Dad’s café in London, but now the smell was mingled with dehydrated airplane air and smog from Los Angeles traffic.

Lily stared out at me from framed photographs around the room. In one photograph she was standing beside a motorcycle wearing a leather jacket. In another she was wearing a white T-shirt over a bikini and sitting cross-legged under a tree in the sunshine, laughing for the camera. In a third she was naked apart from vivid red lipstick and a floppy sunhat. Her skin in that last image was albino-white, as mine is, and also marked with four dark circles – heavy eyes and dark nipples. Her hair is black in the photograph, though, while mine is naturally blonde.

I got up from her bed and picked up a bottle of whisky from a dresser near the door. There were no glasses, so I took a sip from the bottle and padded past her bed towards the bathroom. A pair of frilly knickers lay next to the toilet, and I tried not to let them touch my bare toes as I crouched to pee. Her bedroom was at the very top of a pink hotel in Venice Beach, Los Angeles. There’d been a funeral earlier in the day, but I didn’t make it to the crematorium. By the time I arrived in Venice Beach, Lily’s wake had become a drunken vigil with over two hundred people dancing and talking and snorting and drinking all over the hotel. Nobody knew who I was, so I pulled my grubby baseball cap over my eyes and walked through the corridors as a child would walk through a cocktail party. I saw long fingernails and wet mouths; dilated eyes, bony shoulders and flashes of impossibly white teeth. I took a beer from an ice-packed bathtub and wandered uncomfortably around all five floors, examining people: an unshaven giant swigged vodka from a bottle and a skeletal middle-aged woman danced with her eyes closed in the middle of the room. There was a man with red hair who wore pointy snakeskin shoes and a half-open white shirt. People hovered around him and his freckled hands clenched into fists as he moved from guest to guest.

“I can’t believe it,” said a woman to the red-haired man.

“I keep thinking that she’s just late,” he replied, squeezing his freckled fists.

“Oh, sweetie,” said the woman, “she was always late, wasn’t she? She would have been late for her funeral.”

“She was late for our wedding,” the red-haired man continued. “Said she couldn’t find matching underwear.” A smile forced itself up through his frown, and others in the crowd laughed sadly. The red-haired man had a nasal twang like Bugs Bunny, which I guessed was a New York accent.

“You were a great team here,” someone said to him.

I watched the sweaty red-haired man for a few moments longer. When he turned away from me I couldn’t hear his conversation any more, so I continued through the carnival of mourners, eventually finding my way up towards the top of the hotel and a door marked “Private”. Through the keyhole I could see a bicycle and a pair of rollerblades. I expected this private door to be locked, but something was stuck, and it opened with a yawning creak onto the bare wooden floorboards of a cramped corridor that smelt of air freshener and closed windows. I hesitated, but it was a relief when the door behind me clicked closed and muffled the sounds from downstairs. There was a dusty naked light bulb hanging from the ceiling above my head and sand in the cracks between the floorboards at my feet. The walls of the hallway were poached-salmon pink, much paler than the bright stucco façade of the beachside hotel. Through a door frame to my left the kitchen contained only a blue Formica table and two wooden chairs with padded seats. Dirty glasses and burnt-out scented candles cluttered the table, and unwashed dishes filled the sink. Doors were open on either side of the corridor – a living room with a flat-screen TV, a toilet, a small study with a desk covered in papers. The only door that wasn’t open was the one at the end.

If it’s possible to feel nostalgia for things you’ve never known, then it was a mixture of nostalgia and curiosity that made me lie down on her sheets and run a bath in a tub scattered with millimeter-long armpit hairs caught on a tide line of scum from the last time she or her husband took a bath. The party reverberated underneath, and I locked the bathroom door to take off my clothes as she must have done a million times, although she was likely more elegant about it. She wouldn’t have nearly tripped as her ankles caught in the elastic of her sports trousers, and the various cuts and scrapes on her body probably didn’t burn as they accepted the hot water. Her scabs didn’t fray and dissolve in the heat as mine did. Her skin was probably flawless. I scooped bath water into my mouth and let it spill slowly down my bottom lip. Sitting on my haunches with my torso crouched over my knees and my nose just above the bubbles, all I could smell was steam. A moth watched from the window ledge above the tub, steaming her wings. Outside the window there was a bright-blue sky and palm trees. I flicked water at my mothy audience, and she scattered up towards the light bulb above the mirror.

I wondered what Dad was doing at that moment, and imagined him sitting at our greasy kitchen table biting his nails while his wife Daphne paced the room. Daphne would be trying not to shout about the stolen credit card, but every so often her voice would reach an almost inhuman pitch and then get cut off by its own aggression. Her bony fingers would be working their way repetitively through her mousy hair, while her shoes squeaked against the plastic tiles on our kitchen floor. Dad, on the other hand, would be still and lost in thought, pretending to listen to Daphne repeat the same angry sentiments in slightly different ways until she was hoarse. Except this scene would have happened hours ago. It was midnight in Lily’s bedroom, so it would be tomorrow in my flat at home. They would be encased in the morning hush after a night of screaming, putting on clothes and pouring water on instant coffee and unlocking the café. Daphne’s lips would be pursed together, because she doesn’t like working Saturdays, and Dad would be slamming things against metal surfaces. Dad looked nothing like the red-haired man from downstairs. While the red-haired man had seemed to glide around the hotel lobby, serpentine as his shoes, Dad only moved if he had too. The red-haired man had gaunt cheeks and laughter lines. Dad had paunchy pink cheeks and deep frown lines.

I blinked away the image of Dad from my mind and sunk slightly deeper into the bathwater. I was just about to light one of Lily’s cigarettes – kept in a jewelled box of razors and bath salts next to the bath – when a creak sounded in the corridor outside the bedroom. The bathroom was blurry with steam, and I only just managed to scramble out of the bath water to open the window above the toilet before the creak made its way into Lily’s bedroom. The steam dissipated. I nearly slipped on the white tiles, tugged my tracksuit bottoms over wet legs, held my breath and then slowly descended to a crouch in front of the bathroom keyhole. I squinted and peered through it.

An extremely tall man was sitting on the end of Lily’s bed, bang in front of the keyhole with his head in his hands. I’d noticed him earlier drinking from a bottle of vodka in the corner of the lobby downstairs, and had thought that he looked like something from a fairy tale about giants or ogres. He was in his mid-thirties and wearing a stripy shirt, a tattered black jumper and a pair of blue tailored trousers with holes like full stops and commas on his thighs. His black hair was only slightly longer than the stubble on his face, and he had a pair of stupid gold-rimmed sunglasses resting on his head. His trousers might have been expensive, but they were frayed at the hem as if he were dressed half in designer castoffs and half in items he bought off eBay when he was drunk. He sat still on Lily’s bed, his shoulders slumped.

After a moment, the Giant looked around Lily’s room and picked up a photograph from the bedside table. It was the one of Lily sitting cross-legged under a tree and laughing. The Giant fumbled trying to get the picture out of the frame with his big hands. He nicked his thumb and put the tip of it in his mouth like a child. I was glad the man was stealing the picture of Lily laughing in a big white T-shirt, not the one next to it, where she was naked. He eased the photograph out from under the glass and, just as he slipped it into his pocket, there was another noise from the hallway outside Lily’s bedroom. For a moment the Giant seemed to consider making a jump for the bathroom. His green eyes flicked towards me and he put his hands on his knees as if about to haul his drunken body to a standing position. I held my breath and waited to be discovered inexcusably topless and sopping wet in a dead woman’s bathroom, but the Giant’s body was slow with alcohol and, before he got off the bed, Lily’s bedroom door opened. The Giant looked towards the door and there was a long pause, then:

“What the fuck?” slurred the Bugs Bunny voice of the red-haired man. I couldn’t see him through the keyhole, but could hear his heavy breathing.

“I’m sorry,” said the Giant, who got off the bed and stepped towards the red-haired man, out of the keyhole’s vision. There was a shuffle, and the muffled sound of skin hitting skin. The red-haired man swore, and the Giant made a noise that could have been a groan or the exertion of a punch. I couldn’t see exactly what was going on, but the Giant stumbled backwards and nearly fell. Skin hit skin again, and then it was the red-haired man who collapsed onto Lily’s bed. Everything paused, except the moth at the bathroom ceiling. The red-haired man didn’t move from his horizontal position, but his blood-shot eyes were open, staring dumbly up at the Giant.

“Get the fuck out of here,” slurred the red-haired man. He turned his cheek to the side on Lily’s pillow.

“I’m so sorry,” said the Giant.

“Then just fuck off out of my apartment. There’s nothing here any more. You can all just fuck off.”

“I’m so sorry,” repeated the Giant. “I’m so sorry.”
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The red-haired man lay unconscious on the bed. He stirred briefly when I put a blanket over his body, but he didn’t open his eyes or speak. There were granules of white powder tangled in his nose hair, and his skin was tacky like fresh paint. He had clearly dressed with precision earlier in the day. His snakeskin shoes were both tied in a careful bow, and his socks were the same colour as his suede belt. But now there was vomit on the trousers and his skin smelt of beer.

I quietly picked up a sequined dress from the floor of Lily’s bedroom. I held it against my body, but it looked silly. I was nearly eighteen years old, and hadn’t grown into dresses yet. They didn’t suit me. I dropped the dress to the floor and put a man’s bowler hat on my head. There was a messy jungle of silk, leather, cashmere and cotton on the floor along with a few man’s shirts crumpled in puddles, a few ties and loafers and big trainers amongst the overpowering femininity. The wardrobe rail had fallen down while the men fought, so the room looked even more chaotic than before. Some patent red stilettos caught my eye, and a pair of grey ballet pumps. I picked up the mink scarf from the floor and wrapped it around my neck. It felt heavy and dead. At home in London I had a white melamine chest of drawers full of tracksuits, oversized jumpers and screwed up T-shirts acquired from school lost-property boxes or locker rooms over the years. The drawers were decorated with the faded remains of red Arsenal football stickers, and on top were three football trophies and one swimming trophy. I’d been proud of these trophies at some point, but eventually they merged into the dark magenta of my bedroom walls.

Nothing in my flat at home was soft to touch. Dad liked to make use of “found” things, so all the bedspreads in the house were made of that faux-quilted polyester, stolen from bed-and-breakfasts over the years. Not that we went on holiday very much, but when we did we never went back to the same place twice. My bedspread was patterned with a faded bouquet in watery pastel colours, while Daphne and Dad had a mud-coloured bramble pattern. We still had two nice bath towels from the Hilton in Brighton, where Daphne and Dad spent their honeymoon, and five thin green towels from the gym where Daphne used to work as a receptionist. We didn’t have too many problems with money, but still nothing made Dad happier than free stuff. One day Dad came home with a small city of discarded paint cans from outside the DIY store at the end of our road. They were colours that had been mixed wrong. Dad insisted that we spend my half-term holiday painting a rainbow of rejected colours onto the faded white walls. The “Canary Yellow” of our bathroom walls looked green in sunlight, the “Rum Caramel” of our kitchen cabinets was a watery-coloured varnish, the “Palace Velvet” of my bedroom walls was more swampy than palatial, and the “Ruby Fountain” of our living room was the colour of scabbed knees. He also insisted that we revarnish the living-room floor, even though the stolen varnish was granular with fat clumps of sand made to stop people slipping on factory floors.

I glanced at the red-haired man snoring now on his bed. A photo of his wedding day sat on the bedside table next to a glossy paperback novel. It was difficult to tell how old Lily was in the wedding picture, but she was wearing a simple white dress with a veil covering big brown eyes. The red-haired man looked much more handsome in the photograph than he did lying on the bed. In the wedding photo he stood behind his new wife with a look of amused, baffled devotion, like he couldn’t believe his luck. I noticed the actual wedding dress was in a dry-cleaner’s zipped plastic bag curled on the wardrobe floor, where it had slid off the rail during the fight between the Giant and the Red-Head.

I owned just one photograph of Lily before she left us, which I found in Dad’s desk drawer next to some spilt ink, old electricity bills and an ecosystem of dust. She left when she was seventeen, three years after I was born. In the picture she and Dad are sitting in a photo booth with me – three years old – in their laps. Dad has acne and Lily has pink hair. She was always dyeing it different colours. Dad is looking at Lily, who is already looking away from both of us up into the middle distance. I’m the only one who is looking at the camera. She must have left a few months after the photograph was taken. She looks as if she’s already fading from the tube-station photograph booth, like she’s turning into a fairy child or a poltergeist as the camera flashes. I couldn’t imagine her in the café, or helping me with my homework. She was always just an undefined thought in my head, or a shape that seemed sometimes about to appear in my peripheral vision and never did. Nobody heard a word from her after she left. We didn’t even know she moved to America. The first time she ever felt remotely real to me was when I found out that she was dead, because at least that was physical. It wasn’t the half-remembered smell of her or a story about how she stole money from Grandma’s purse, or how she and Dad went on their first date to an aquarium. It was fact. She died. She was thirty-two. The accident happened on a road called Laguna Highway, somewhere outside Los Angeles, in the desert. She was riding a motorcycle too fast and not wearing a helmet. She never regained consciousness, and died in the ambulance twenty minutes later, the hospital administrator told me over the telephone while I stood motionless in our “Ruby Fountain”-coloured living room off the Finchley Road in London. The hospital administrator thought I ought to know that my mother was dead, since I was her only blood relative, but the hospital only knew I existed because of some information on an old healthcare document.

“It wasn’t easy to locate your information, but I left a message on your machine four days ago,” she said. I frowned. Dad hated talking about my mother, his first girlfriend. He’d mentioned her a countable number of times in my life, and all the small snippets of information came from my grandmother or family friends: Lily was a coward, a slut, a terrible mother.

“Are you still there?” the woman from the hospital said over the phone after I held my breath for a moment.

“I’m here,” I said, exhaling. Downstairs, underneath the flat, Daphne and Dad were cleaning in the café kitchen. I knew every sound so well that I could almost see Daphne and Dad winding rhythmically around each other amongst wet metal and plastic.

“Well, I’m sorry to give you bad news,” said the woman.

“I didn’t know her,” I said, picking at the skin around my nails and sucking little pockets of blood as they rose up. “Is there a funeral though?”

“She ran a hotel with her husband in Los Angeles. The funeral will be in Venice Beach, followed by a wake at the hotel nearby. I’m afraid it’s set up for Friday afternoon. I am really sorry: I left a message earlier in the week.”

“Nobody passed it on,” I said. “Do you think she’d want me to come? Did her friends know she had a daughter?”

“I just work at the hospital where she died. I never met your mother,” the woman said.

“Did she have other kids?”

“No other children are mentioned on her documents,” said the voice.

If Dad had sat me down and told me that Lily was dead, perhaps I would have shrugged and gone back to watching TV or reading my book: it’s not like I knew her. But he hadn’t told me, so instead of shrugging I packed my savings from the café and stole Daphne’s credit card from her handbag, which was sitting on the sofa in front of the television. I knew the number, because Daphne had a terrible memory and had it written on an index card in the cutlery drawer along with Dad’s mobile number. It took me ten minutes to book a ticket online, for early the next morning, and twenty-or-so hours later I was in my mother’s bedroom at the top of a vast pink hotel in Venice beach, lifting a wedding dress up against my body. I glanced briefly at her unconscious husband and took off my own damp T-shirt to slip the dress over my head.

If the red-haired man had woken up at that second, he would have seen torn tracksuit bottoms sticking out from a milky froth of his dead wife’s silk-and-lace wedding dress. For a moment I was caught inside the cloud of perfumed silk. The music was getting quieter in the layers of hotel underneath the bedroom, the party finally winding down. It must have been five or six in the morning by that point. I could have taken off the silly dress and snuck out. Nobody would even have known that I’d been there, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the creature in the mirror. I didn’t look anything like Lily. Nobody would recognize the connection. Who knows if her husband or anyone else even knew she had a daughter. I could have snuck out in the same invisible way I came. I could have gone home and worked at the café to help pay off the credit-card debt. I could have walked away from Lily’s prostrate husband and snuck out of the party, but instead I picked up one of Lily’s red stilettos. I wanted to take them, even though they wouldn’t suit me and I’d probably never be able to walk in them. Then I figured maybe it wouldn’t hurt to take a couple of dresses, a few pairs of shoes. Lily might even have wanted me to have some of her stuff.

I padded over to the wardrobe to look for a bag or suitcase or something, because all I had with me was my doodled-on school rucksack. Glancing at the red-haired man I got down on my knees to reach under the bed, which is where Dad and Daphne keep their suitcases at home. Sure enough, amongst old tissues, broken sunglasses and crumpled receipts I tugged out a beat-up red suitcase. It was about three feet by two and made out of material the colour of ancient red Play-Doh. It sort of smelt like Play-Doh too, chalky and dry, yet somehow comforting. Inside there were papers, postcards, and photographs in some of the little pockets. “ To My Darling Lily,” I read from the first line of one of the typewritten notes, but then the red-haired man started to stir. He groaned on the bed, and a little bit of white saliva bubbled at the corner of his lips.

I began to put clothes quickly in the suitcase, on top of the letters, looking back to the red-haired man every two seconds to check he was still unconscious. I took a leather biker jacket, a pair of stonewash jeans, a silk fuchsia dress, a fitted black dress, a white cotton dress with black buttons down the front, four tops, some sunglasses, a little pair of silver teardrop earrings, some underwear, red lipstick, a suede tan handbag, two packs of cigarettes and a green plastic lighter. I picked up the shiny paperback novel from next to her bed and looked down on Lily’s husband. The pointed tip of one snakeskin shoe was dangling off the side of the bed, and his chest hair was all matted around the gold chain at his neck. He might have been handsome once, but he was gaunt and pulpy now. He groaned again, rasping like his mouth was full of sand, but he didn’t stir, and I went back to closing the suitcase over skirts, dresses, black boots, muddy red stilettos, and the pair of grey ballet pumps. There was a pile of twenty-dollar notes in Lily’s underwear drawer, which I guiltily stuffed in a pocket of my rucksack too.

As I closed the suitcase clasp, the red-haired man made another noise, and this time the rasp turned into a cough that seemed to lift him out of unconsciousness and up onto his elbows, although his eyes remained closed. He coughed again, straining the buttons on his shirt and making the veins of his neck swell. As I stepped towards the bedroom door with Lily’s suitcase in my hand, the red-haired man opened his eyes and stared at me.

“What the fuck,” he said, quite slowly.

I didn’t put down the suitcase when he spoke, but pulled the bedroom door closed with my free hand just as the red-haired man made an uncoordinated lunge towards me off the bed. The bedroom door slammed shut, and I didn’t open it to check if he was all right, just legged it out of the apartment.





3

I’m usually very good at being invisible. Back home in London my friend Laurence taught me that the way to be a great petty thief is to switch off your personality while still being acutely aware of the world around you. He liked to shoplift, and I came with him sometimes, although before Lily’s wake I hadn’t actually stolen anything for years. Laurence used to preach that most of the million ghosts walking mindlessly from A to B in every city in the world are inconspicuous because they aren’t noticing themselves, but an arrogant person or an anxious person is noticeable because they’re so aware of their existence. Similarly, fine-pointed stilettos and push-up bras draw a woman’s attention to herself, and so she exists visibly to the world. Laurence used to say that I had “kleptomaniac chic” down to a T, which apparently meant dressing as if unsure about my own existence. Even as a kid I was incognito. According to Dad I neither smiled nor talked until I was five, which caused everyone to think that I was either deaf and dumb or autistic or both. He said I was a “personified shrug”, a kid on whose face fear, anger, amusement and love all looked the same – just a tilt of the head and a blank stare from inhumanly wide eyes.

I tried to be invisible as I rushed out of the private flat at the top of the Pink Hotel, but it’s hard to pull off when you’re scared. I dragged Lily’s suitcase through the waning party, and at first I thought the red-haired man would clamber up from the floor and follow me. I kept looking back, but he wasn’t there. Other people seemed to be looking at me though. There was a woman in a leather minidress, and a man with a gold stud in his nose who looked thuggish except for neatly parted black hair. I only noticed this man very fleetingly at the hotel that first night, but the mixture of schoolboy hairstyle and a thug face made me remember him later. The techno and electro music had stopped by now, so maybe someone had heard noises from upstairs. There were people asleep in different rooms, or still dancing to themselves in the hallway. Someone was vomiting in a toilet and I swear she looked up and smiled crookedly at me as I passed. Someone else was crying. I hurried downstairs and out of the hotel onto the boardwalk, where the light was just beginning to turn blue behind street lamps and palm trees. The suitcase wasn’t heavy, just clumsy to carry. It kept banging against my leg, and I looked behind to check nobody was following me.

There were people smoking on the steps and two people kissing against the pink stucco walls, but nobody followed me. On one block of the road, homeless men slept in bundles of rags and corrugated cardboard. One of them looked at me with heavyset narcotic eyes, but the rest were curled up with their dusty eyelids closed. I gripped the suitcase tighter and kept walking until I couldn’t see the homeless men or the pink walls of the hotel any more. Then I sat down on a bench in front of the blacked-out beach to open Lily’s suitcase for a jumper or jacket to wear as the sun came up. From the chaos of my thievery I chose the leather motorcycle jacket that Lily had been wearing in the photo of her posing with her bike. I thought about phoning Dad to tell him I was OK, but decided to calm down before that battle. I zipped the leather jacket up to my neck.

At first it seemed unlikely that I’d be able to doze on a bench in front of a picture-postcard cliché of a beach, but soon the sun started to come up, and my adrenaline stopped pumping quite so hard. I lay down with the suitcase under my head on the bench. The light was beautiful, sort of frosty. I hadn’t seen the sea since a caravan holiday in Cornwall six years ago. I don’t love the sea in any cosmic sense, but I do like it. The Pacific looked like a different animal from the Atlantic. If the Atlantic was a foaming, snapping Rottweiler, the Pacific was a sleepy gecko in the sunlight. I had a recurring dream throughout that strange summer, which always began as a conscious thought while I was trying to lull myself to sleep and ended in dull panic. I’d begin with a deserted beach, all warm and wonderful. I would be naked in my dream, and for some reason pregnant, the thick water touching my white thighs and then my belly as I stepped further into the sea. The sky would always be full of blue seagulls in my dream, and I would find myself unable to ignore a red coin of colour that appeared on the horizon and grew. It looked like a sunset that had started in the sea before it hit the sky, and I wouldn’t be able to stop looking and couldn’t stop this feeling of panic, like someone was dying out there. I’d go and sit on the itchy beach and stare at this beginning of an upside-down sunset until I was actually giving birth, at which point I’d try to stop my thoughts. I’d wake myself up slightly, trying to go back to the feeling of damp sand between my toes, to imagine being blind, being asleep, but the thought-baby and thought-me wouldn’t stop panting, painfully, giving birth on the beach. Then there would be an incredibly calm moment, like the exhalation of air after you come or lose your temper. I’d be in the water again and cleaning off all the blood from the baby. I’d put my fingers in the baby’s mouth to scoop out the red coin of goo, and its mouth would be an echo of the blood on the horizon.
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“Good morning,” said a voice. I can’t have been asleep for very long, because the light on the beach was still frosty when the flash of a camera woke me. I jumped, and my eyes focused on the Giant, who had fumbled to steal the laughing photograph from Lily’s room earlier. He was standing above me now, silhouetted against the backdrop of the near-deserted beach and pointing a camera at me.

My fingers gripped Lily’s suitcase. The Giant’s irises looked very green in the rising daylight, and his lopsided mouth made one of his eyes seem smaller than the other. His lips were pursed, perhaps angrily. I didn’t move.

“My name’s David Reed,” he said. Then he took another photograph. “I saw you leave the hotel with the suitcase,” he added. “Thief,” he slurred, drunk. “I wasn’t going to do anything about it. Not my business. But then I’m walking over the beach minding my own business and – bang – there you are, looking photogenic. Right?”

“You should have kept minding your own business,” I said, getting up off the bench with my hand wrapped around the suitcase handle. He took another snap of me.

These photographs reminded me of how a man once tossed off in front of me on the night bus in London, his face creasing as his hand worked faster, puckering his lips with concentration. I had thought the act mesmerizing, grotesque and humiliating all at once, as if he were trying to touch me without moving. There was a similar intensity in the way the Giant was looking at me, as if he was trying to memorize me for later. It’s funny the way that men can possess women just by looking. They can take the woman home and merge her with other women in their head, change the length of her legs and the willingness of her mouth until there’s a whole new version of the original girl dancing seductively in the head of a stranger. Like I say, my talents never lay in standing out from the crowd. I’m very sensitive to people looking at me, feeling it on my skin like physical contact even from a long way off. Luckily people very rarely looked at me in the way the Giant Man was looking at me on that early morning beach, or how the man had looked at me on the bus.

“No, no, no sit down,” said David. “I’m harmless. No worries.”

He was clearly quite drunk, although maybe not as drunk as the red-haired man had been. The Giant stopped talking for a moment and took another picture. Then another.

“Did you take that from her room?” he said, nodding at the red suitcase.

“What are you talking about?” I replied. “This is my suitcase. I’m on holiday.”

We could hear the sea licking up at the sand two hundred meters from the bench, and smell salty air. He also smelt of beer, nicotine and alcohol sweats. There were faded old scars on his face – one on his eyebrow, one under his right eye, and a thin scar down his nose. He had a spider web of wrinkles around his eyes, but they didn’t make him look old, somehow. He looked boyish.

“I’m curious about what kind of person steals from a wake, though,” he said, and shrugged his big shoulders.

“It didn’t look like a wake,” I mumbled, “It looked like some sort of rave.”

“You didn’t know her?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

“I just thought it was a party,” I lied.

“It was random opportunism?” he said.

“My boyfriend ran off with our rental car this morning. It had all my money, my clothes. Everything,” I said. “You going to call the police on me or anything?”

He paused.

“No,” he said, thoughtfully.

David pursed his lips and sat down on the bench next to me. The blond hairs on the back of my neck stood nervously to attention. Behind us the boardwalk was beginning to fill up with joggers and street vendors. I reached into Lily’s suitcase and extracted a half-empty pack of cigarettes along with her green plastic lighter.

“Those hers or yours?” he said, nodding at the cigarettes.

“Hers,” I said, then put one in my mouth and offered him the pack.

“That’s audacious, stealing her cigarettes and then offering me one. I might be her husband, or her brother.”

“Are you?” I said, glancing across at him.

“No,” he replied, and lifted the whole pack to his mouth, removing one of the cigarettes with his lips. He looked at Lily’s lighter for a moment, then flicked the tarnished silver roll to light mine before he lit his own. My heart jumped when he took a direct look at me under my red baseball cap, but he didn’t seem to notice any similarity between my face and hers. I have a small, symmetrical face with big brown eyes. It’s Dad’s mouth, Dad’s slightly pointed nose, Dad’s pale skin and high forehead. I figured that on some unconscious level David noticed me because of an element of Lily in my eyes. He must have done, but he gave no indication of recognizing Lily in me. I looked nothing like my mother. We sat in silence for a moment.

“How do you know her, then?” I asked him.

“I used to be a fashion photographer,” he said. “She – Lily – the dead woman – she used to be a model. We did a shoot together, years ago in LA.”

“A model?” I said.

“Yeah, you got a model’s clothes,” he said.

“Did you love her?” I asked, thinking of that haunted way he picked up Lily’s photograph in the bedroom. The words sounded childish even as they came out of my mouth, but he looked earnestly at me.

“She was one of a whole bunch of models,” he said. “I took one awesome photo of her, though. She’s walking some dogs. She looks beautiful in that photograph. Then I didn’t see her again till years and years later.”

“Are you still a fashion photographer?”

“Na,” he said. “I do paparazzi work now. How old are you?”

“Twenty two,” I said, and David yawned. His whole body arched with the yawn, his mouth stretching as if he were about to turn himself inside out.

My body has always felt divorced from my mind, but David’s body seemed to belong to him. His smile was connected to his shoulders and his hands connected to his eyes. I wondered where his scars were from. He had an energy that made me think of fighting, and then of the football pitch in Swiss Cottage where I always hung out. The asphalt was surrounded by graffiti-smeared brick walls, and we’d hop over a large yellow skip to get foot holes in the bricks and then jump or tumble onto spiky grass. Most of the girls had flirtations with the boys. Some had sex, moved in and out of allegiances, dated and grimaced and sucked and grinned and fell in love, but I never once gave a blowjob behind the bike shed. I was friendly with a girl named Mary, and we would sit facing the walls as if we were having conversations with the graffiti and drag our thumbs down the bricks, seeing who could do it for the longest. It was always me, with a connect-the-dots of broken skin like a kiss that buzzed right down the inside of my knees.

It’s difficult to explain the adrenalin I got from someone’s trainer mashed into my shoulder or grazing my knee and smelling blood on shorn grass. I liked the relief of cold air forced sharply into my lungs and the respite of traceable pain on my skin rather than the fleeting and invisible map of pleasure that seems to happen with love or affection. Girls are meant to be subtler in their choice of violence, but it took me a long time to discover sex and charm. Instead I scraped my knees, spat on boys till they fought me in the football field, acquired black eyes and bitten lips and played chicken in the bramble bushes – running barefoot at friends in the middle of the night until our ankles were jagged with blood.

If you prick your skin with a needle, the pain signal will travel to the brain at ninety-eight feet per second, I learnt from my science teacher. Burning or aching travels at six and a half feet per second. Pain seemed so much less capricious than pleasure, and so much less terrifying than feeling nothing. By fifteen my body was a scarred map from which I could point out the fight or fall that caused each lasting Tick-Tack-Toe mark on my knees and elbows, the slash across my eyebrows and down my collarbone, the jumpy dotted lines on my knuckles. One scar on my bottom was from the time a boy threw me in a skip and metal cut through my jeans, the slice on my wrist was the time I fell on a shard of glass during a football scuffle and had to get stitches, another on my arm was from the time I was pushed off a skateboard. Although I pinch myself sometimes, and absently bite my lip, I’ve only really “self-harmed” once: a four-inch knife line inside my thigh. I sat on the edge of the bathtub to design it when I was twelve. It didn’t even really hurt. I regretted it. It was interesting more than thrilling. It was harder to stop dragging the knife across than it was to continue with the movement. There was no thrill of connection in cutting myself; someone else had to do it in order to make me feel calm.

As David and I smoked Lily’s cigarettes on the wooden bench, my nerves dissipated with the darkness. A skinny man slid past us on roller skates with a boom box on his shoulder. He put the music box down, around a hundred meters from the bench and shouted – “Here we go! Here we go!” – pirouetting on his glittery skates. It looked like something out of an urban, hip-hop Fantasia cartoon. Soon there were naked kids being pushed around the boardwalk in shopping trolleys, drinking milkshakes from buckets the size of their bodies. There were DJ decks set up on the street and toy trucks jumping around the legs of the bench, being attacked by tiny dogs wearing witty T-shirts.

“I’m sorry your friend died,” I said to David.

“Me too,” he said, shrugging, tipping his absurd neon-yellow sunglasses over his eyes. “That’s fucked-up about your boyfriend stealing your car, though,” he added. I had an urge to touch him. He looked perturbed and pale and drunk in the sunlight.

“What are you going to do?” he asked me, not smiling.

“I’ll probably do some touristy stuff, then go home.”

“England?”

“London.”

“Your ex-boyfriend English?”

“Yeah,” I said. I wondered if my nationality would make David think of Lily, but it didn’t seem to.

“Did you have an argument with him before he stole your car?” David said.

“He ran off with a girl who works in some roadside diner. They exchanged numbers while I was in the toilet a couple of days ago. He gave me this guilty look when I came back. She served me pancakes without looking me in the eye, but she smiled secretively at him. You know the feeling?” I said, fingering the rim of my baseball cap and shivering. I’ve never even set foot in a roadside diner, just seen them in movies and read about them in books.

“I need to go throw up,” David said suddenly, nearly to himself. “I haven’t slept for a while.”

“Do you want me to get you anything?”

“I usually wait till I know a girl before I vomit and pass out on her,” he said, standing up and trying to smile. He looked unsteady on his oversized feet.

“You sure you’re alright? I could walk you somewhere?”

“You’re very polite for a grave-robber,” he said.

“Are you sure?” I said, wanting to help him.

“I’ll be fine,” he said. “Good to meet you.”

“Sleep well,” I frowned. He staggered away down the crowded street with a slight limp that made him look like some sort of poseur gangster, then turned and bent over to vomit in an alley off the main road.





5

I carried Lily’s suitcase to a youth hostel away from the boardwalk. The room I was given had two beds with squeaky springs and the mosquito screens had flies trapped on it. Every time a car came past the road underneath, the walls would light up yellow. It felt as if I were sitting inside a dying light bulb. It turned out that when I took Lily’s shoulder bag I also stole her wallet, which had a further hundred dollars, some credit cards and her driving licence. The picture on the driving licence scowled at me. Presumably most people can conjure an image of their mother from childhood, but my memories are either from photographs or they’re physical. I can’t imagine what she used to look like, but remember fragments of her holding my hand too tight in a supermarket, the texture of her legs when I grabbed them, the extreme comfort of a silk blanket my dad’s older sister gave me when I was born, which Lily used to wrap me in. Sometimes, when I’m anxious, the soft area between my fingers lifts up and tingles in memory of that silk blanket that I used to drag between my baby fingers. Odd things made me think of her, but I didn’t think of her very often. For example there’s a particular brand of cheap hair dye that used to make my stomach turn, only I couldn’t possibly have remembered the smell of henna and peroxide from when I was under the age of three. Similarly I’m convinced that we were overrun by a plague of ladybirds around the time Lily left, but Dad doesn’t remember anything of the sort.

“There weren’t any ladybirds,” Dad claims, but it would be just like him not to remember those leggy red shells gradually multiplying so they drowned in my bathwater and got stuck in the creases of my baby clothes. Ladybirds are meant to be lucky, which is strange considering the rhyme about flying away home your house is on fire and your children are gone. The ladybirds would fly at any available light source and then jump away from the heat, panicked, a little embarrassed, like a child touching an electric fence. A second later they would tuck their petticoat wings back under their shells and lift up for the light bulb again. I’m sure they formed mass graves in the bedside and kitchen light fixtures, all around the time Lily left.

I took off Lily’s leather jacket and folded it over my arm, then placed it on the bed. I folded the three stolen dresses, smoothing away the creases and piling them up on the bed. They smelt of floral perfume. Then I took out the shoes – the red stilettos, black knee-highs, little grey ballet pumps – and put them to the side of the suitcase, under the metal legs of the little single bed. There were shadows of dirt on the inside of each shoe, like dislocated shadows. In a plastic cover under an elastic strap in the roof of the suitcase were typed papers full of legal jargon about the Pink Hotel – proxy, aforementioned, hereafter. Also under the strap were a “Certificate of Completion” and an “Evaluation Report” from a nurse’s training college in a place called Glendale. It said she was “dedicated and enthusiastic”. Tucked away near the report card was a photograph of Lily wearing pink scrubs, with her arm around a debonair-looking old man. It said, “Teddy and Lily, Malibu Mansions” on the back. Then there was a pile of road maps, mostly of American states – Nevada, Alabama, California – but also of European cities – Florence, Berlin, London. The road maps had routes marked on them, the ink making funny patterns on the lattice of roads. Perhaps she travelled and never tried to find me. I tried to imagine Lily in London, sitting on an underground platform or walking through the polluted circus of Finchley Road trying not to catch anyone’s eye or step on the cracks. I wondered if she’d ever watched me from afar and not made contact: perhaps she’d seen me playing football, or at school, or waiting tables at the café.

I hoped to find a picture of Dad or of me among the rubble of memories tucked away in the suitcase, but the pictures were mostly of Lily herself. There were pictures of Lily and her husband swimming in a rooftop pool, Lily drinking red wine somewhere in the countryside, Lily wearing a diamante cocktail dress and fur cape. I looked at a Polaroid of Lily standing with a motorcycle outside a blue concrete building under a sign saying “Eagle Motorcycles”. This was the same bike that she was standing with in the photograph on her table at the Pink Hotel, which I supposed was her bike, perhaps the one she died on. The bike in the photo was slim and shiny, with a curved black-leather seat and silver handlebars.

In a side pocket of the suitcase were Christmas and Birthday cards all bundled together along with postcards and letters. Some of the cards were from the man called Teddy from the debonair “Malibu Mansions” photo. The most arresting letters were the ones typed on thin paper and signed off “with love, for ever, for always” rather than with a name. The typewriter had bruised the paper with long lines of indentations. I imagined Lily running her own fingers over the words like they were Braille. “The sky is blood-red outside my window tonight and I’m thinking of you,” one of them began. “The first time we met you were holding a small red umbrella. Remember? And now the colour red makes me think of you.” There were no dates or names on the pretty letters. “Later, I came to know your little red dresses,” the letters continued, “and the army of incendiary lipsticks on your dresser”. The letters made me feel like an eavesdropping child flummoxed by adult vocabulary and emotional dynamics. I folded the letters along their original creases and placed them back into the case. I figured they were from the red-haired man, and felt guilty. Perhaps he’d report the theft to the police, telling them to look for a girl with a baseball cap and red suitcase. Of course, the pretty love letters could have been from David. In any case I would have liked to have found the magazine photo David mentioned, from when Lily was a model and he met her for the first time.

I didn’t dream about anything in the hours after Lily’s wake. It was the black-hole sort of sleep where you don’t wake up refreshed. I fell asleep in my clothes on the bed and eight jet-lagged and dreamless daylight hours later I opened my eyes to find my body thick with sweat from sun pouring in through the hostel window. I took a deep breath and listened to funny sounds in the corridor outside. In the next-door room, two Australians were arguing about the merits of bamboo over fiberglass in the surfboard-manufacturing process. Outside the window a little girl was singing a pop song, a siren was screaming, and there was an infomercial for laser-eye surgery going on somewhere else. Lily’s clothes were strewn accusingly over the floor. I dragged one of her halter neck tops over my head. I’d been wearing the same T-shirt for ages, and it stank of skin and sleep. I put my own tracksuit bottoms on, my own scuffed trainers, and stuffed my Adidas zip-up hoodie in my rucksack.
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