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INTRO:

A Kind of Magic


1

From the LiveJournal of Bernadette Ingram (marked as Exhibit BI 1): March 26th, 2022

The first seven years of my life are a blank. I don’t remember a thing before that. Most children remember something of their early years, but not me. No favourite toy, no lullaby, not even a fall down a flight of stairs. My memories start at six-thirty on September 12th, 1981, and I remember what happened then with cut-glass crystal clarity.

It was my birthday, and my parents had taken me to see a magician called The Great Carovnik. I remember everything about that evening. The long, red-carpeted staircase, the red velvet seats, worn peachy with time, with the opera glasses fixed to the back. I remember the scent of smoke and the lights of the auditorium, and the musicians in the orchestra pit, and the cherubs on the ceiling. Every detail is fixed in my mind, except for one thing. Katie was there. There’s even a picture of us both; a slightly faded photograph taken in the foyer. In it, we look like sisters. We have the same dark, jaw-length hair, the same fringe, the same vivid faces. We are even wearing the same kind of dress, though mine is pink, and hers is blue. But although there can be no doubt that this was the night of the magic show, I don’t remember her being there at all. It’s as if she was snipped from my memory.

But I do remember everything else. The lights, the music, the hush of the crowd. The rabbit from the black top hat. The glass box and the seven swords. The scary Sphinx’s head in the box. The paper flowers and fluttering doves. But most of all, I remember the magic trick with the table. That, and the way she looked at me, and what she whispered in my ear. That is what I remember most. That’s where the real magic happened.

It began with a dining-room table, laden with dishes and silverware, with branches of candles and glasses of wine atop a damask tablecloth. The Great Carovnik spread her arms to indicate the scale of it: the bowls of fruit, the covered plates, the delicate bonbon dishes. The back of the stage, I remember, was all hung with mirrors, reflecting the lights. I could even see myself in the front row of the audience, suspended magically in mid-air, my small pale face like a bauble hanging from a Christmas tree.

A drum roll, loud as thunder. The lights went down. There was a hush – and then she flipped away the cloth so fast that you could barely see, leaving every candle lit, every piece of glassware in place – except for a single glass of wine, which somehow ended up in her hand, raised in a toast to the audience. And behind her was the table, every dish and glass in place: but in that second, she had somehow managed to turn the dinner table around so that it faced the other way: the branch of candles at one end now burning at the other …

I was so very young at the time. And yet I remember it perfectly. The woman’s face in its greasepaint. Her outfit – silver frock coat, black boots, top hat at an angle – the smile she sent me over her glass; the tiny, delicious sip of wine she took – Here’s to us – as her eyes met mine.

I must have been staring. She saw me there, watching from the front row. And as the stagehands raced to remove the heavily laden table, she moved to the front of the stage and knelt to whisper softly in my ear. And then she stood up, and drained her glass in a single mouthful, and winked at me, and took a bow, and the applause was thunderous.

I told my mother, when we got home, that I wanted to do real magic, just like the silver lady on stage. My mother laughed.

‘Oh, Bernie,’ she said. ‘Magic’s not real. It’s just a trick with mirrors. And The Great Carovnik is a man. That lady was his assistant. The man in the suit and the black cape – he was the magician.’

Well, of course I’d seen the man in the suit, pulling rabbits out of hats and changing handkerchiefs into doves. But the woman was who I remembered. She was the one who deserved the name. She was the one who counted. Even when they both stepped up into the spotlight to take their bow, I only ever had eyes for her. The way she spread her arms, as if to say: I did this. I’m amazing. The way she claimed her victory, smiling all the way to the gods. So many women never claim their achievements openly. So many women are eclipsed – sawn in half, or stabbed with knives, or made to vanish into thin air – as if that were so unusual. After all, it’s hardly news. Women vanish every day. But The Great Carovnik had shown me this: that we need never vanish. She had shown me that you could take the spotlight if you wanted to, even from the man in the suit, with all his smoke and mirrors. Of course, it took me many years to fully understand this. But that was where it started, on the stage at Malbry Lyceum, with the footlights reflecting in my eyes, and her voice in my ear as she whispered:

Little girl. Make them look.


TRACK 1:

Girls Just Want to Have Fun

Hey, goddesses! Feeling washed-out? Hot flashes getting you down? Strap in, grab a smoothie, run a warm bath with essential oils. Light a scented candle. This is your time to shine, shine, shine. The party’s just beginning!
(DeeDee LaDouce, Mybigfatmenopause.com)
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Extract from Class of ’92, by Kate Hemsworth
(published by LifeStory Press, 2023)

When we were children, Bernie and I, magic was easier than sums. It was the kind of magic children never think about; the kind that adults don’t notice. I remember I could change into a pony, a rabbit, a bird – anything I wanted to be. Even a boy, if I wanted. That’s what Bernie told me.

In those days, the world was infinite. All our doors were open. A lifetime of possibility, where all the choices were mine to make. I don’t remember much of it now. But I do know it was real. And I know the moment I lost it for good, and the one who took it away from me, the way so many men take away the power they find in women.

But I’m not going to talk about him right now. He isn’t a part of my story. Even writing his name gives him power, and he was small and ridiculous, and doesn’t deserve our attention. And yet, this is why we’re here, I suppose. Even though what happened was terrible, let’s not pretend that’s not why we’re here. Because Bernie Ingram wasn’t a freak. She could have been any one of us. In some ways, maybe I think she was. Maybe she was that part of us that still believes in magic; in change. Yes, I know what she did. But I can’t find it in me to blame her. A part of me would have done the same. A part of you would have done it, too.

Don’t think I don’t know what we’re doing here. I know why I was chosen for this. I’m nicely middle-of-the-road. Readers can relate to me. I’m still reasonably attractive – at least, as attractive as a woman can be when she’s approaching fifty. I could be your next-door neighbour. I could be your mother, your sister, your wife. My life looks appealing on the page, but not enough to provoke too much envy. I’m not a doormat, although I’m not any kind of activist, and I certainly don’t want to be a man – which is what so many of you think poor Bernie really wanted. And, of course, I knew her back then. I can tell her story. But not for you. Because of her. Because I owe it to Bernie.

Let me introduce myself. Kate Hemsworth – mother of Sadie (15) and Ben (19), wife of Lucas Hemsworth, and graduate of Pog Hill Class of ’92. Born right here in Malbry; educated at Mulberry House, then at Pog Hill Sixth Form College, just like Bernie Ingram. She was Bernadette Moon in those days, and I was Katie Malkin, and we were best friends when we were small, although by the end of junior school, I didn’t have much to do with her. Even then, something was wrong. Even then, she was different.

Our junior school was Chapel Lane, two steps away from Mulberry House. A small community of no more than a hundred pupils, but with a good reputation. About two thirds of the pupils there went on to attend independent schools – Mulberry House for the girls, St Oswald’s or King Henry’s for the boys. I liked it there. I had nice friends. After the first year, Bernadette Moon, with her long dark plaits and her look of never quite knowing what day it was, was no longer among them. To the rest of us, she seemed childish – the kind of girl who still has invisible friends. And she was always pretending things – prancing around like a pony, or being a princess, or a jungle explorer, or someone out of Greek myth, or running and barking like a dog – which seemed, from the height of my eight months’ seniority, both absurd, and slightly insulting. No one bullied or called her names – Chapel Lane wasn’t that kind of school – and yet she was somehow set apart. Kids can sometimes be cruel, and girls are especially quick to pick out any visible difference. But there was nothing visibly weird or different about Bernie. It wasn’t her accent, or her clothes, or any of the other things that sometimes mark kids out at school. In a way, that made it worse. Bernie was weird from the inside, more so than I ever imagined.

And yet, we might never have realized, except for that birthday party. It was her eleventh, and we were both entering our first year at Mulberry House. Mulberry House was much grander and more imposing than Chapel Lane, and Bernadette, still young for her age, was now in danger of getting a shock unless she really tried to fit in.

Her mother must have known that. The party was all her mother’s idea. Bernadette’s eleventh birthday happened to coincide with the start of the autumn term, and her mother invited the whole form, in the hope that Bernie might make new friends. It was a kind of desperate move, and I rightly saw it as trying too hard – never a way to be popular.

It had been over three years since I had believed in magic. Now I believed in Toyah instead, and dreamed of being a teenager. I noticed boys in passing, but secretly worshipped Adam Ant, and practised swaggering dance moves in front of my bedroom mirror. My mother thought it was charming, but my father didn’t like it. ‘She’s growing up too fast,’ he would say. ‘She needs to enjoy her childhood.’

No one said that about Bernadette Moon. In fact, as far as she was concerned, she wasn’t planning to grow up at all. But my mother was friends with hers, and I was in her form that year, and so, when the invitation came (on a handwritten card, with silver stars), I ended up agreeing to go. And so I arrived at the party that night, dressed in my sparkly T-shirt and jeans, only to find that I was one of only three guests in attendance. The other two were Grace Oyemade, a new girl from the Red City estate, and Lorelei Jones, whose parents ran the party shop, which made the whole thing both sad and ironic.

The saddest thing of all was, it should have been a great party. There were tables laden with food: sandwiches, jugs of lemonade, cakes, jellies, ice cream. There was a three-tier birthday cake, topped with pink and white icing. There were twenty-one goodie bags, one for every girl in the class, and a mountain of party hats and balloons. There was a pile of videos, a wide-screen TV, and chairs and beanbags all around the living room. One bedroom was a disco room, with coloured lights and a mirrorball. There was a crafts station for making candy bracelets, and paper lanterns for when it got dark. And there were games – Pass the Parcel, and Spin the Bottle and Twister – all set up and ready to play. It should have been a big success. Instead, it was a disaster.

The worst part was that Bernie didn’t really seem to notice. I remember her greeting me at the door, in a tiara and a white ruffled party dress, her eyes all hopeful and shining, as if she were having the time of her life. I’d brought her a present – a Yardley talc-and-scent set from Boots, chosen by my mother – which I already knew was all wrong. Bernie was a My Little Pony girl. You could tell that just from looking at her.

‘We’re having a magic show!’ she said, dragging me inside by the hand.

‘A magic show?’

‘You remember.’

For a moment, I thought I did; something from a long time ago, from those days when magic was easy as maths. Then it was gone, like the words of a song you haven’t heard in years, leaving nothing in its place but a sense of vague discomfort.

‘We’ve got snacks. This is going to be fun!’ She talked like that, all exclamations: like a child in a book from the fifties. I followed her into the living room, where Grace and Lorelei were sitting in front of a long table piled with snacks, and crisps, and little sandwiches, and in the middle – to my surprise – a blindfold next to a little cut-glass dish of Opal Fruits. It didn’t much look like a magic show, not even when Bernie reached under the table and produced a top hat and cloak, which she proceeded to put on over her ruffled party dress, and a plastic fairy wand with a silver star on the tip.

I was a bit disappointed. I’d expected an actual magician, like the one Jenny Kite had at her birthday, but it seemed as if Bernie was going to try to demonstrate the trick herself.

‘So – what do we do?’ I said.

‘You know. It’s just like playing House. You start. Just take an Opal Fruit, and put it in your mouth, and chew.’

I looked at her. ‘What do you mean, playing House?’ I didn’t see the connection between playing House and a magic show; besides, playing House was for little kids. Surely she didn’t mean for us to play with Barbies all night long?

Bernie shook her head impatiently, making her long plaits fly. ‘Go on!’ she said. ‘Just take a sweet. Don’t show us what you’ve chosen, though.’

I shrugged and selected a strawberry sweet, turned away to unwrap it, and popped it into my mouth. I remember it well – the sharpness, the juice. I’d always loved Opal Fruits. It was the last one I would ever eat.

‘Now for the blindfold.’ She picked it up. ‘Let me help you put it on. We don’t want any cheating.’

Still confused, I played along. I heard the rustle of Bernie’s cloak as she moved behind me.

‘OK. Can you taste it now? Now – go!’

For a moment, I heard them all, whispering and giggling.

‘Now what?’

‘Now I’ll tell you what Katie chose.’ She paused for effect. I imagined her waving the wand and swirling the cloak. ‘Are you ready? She chose – strawberry!’ The others whispered and giggled again.

‘Big deal. You probably saw me.’ I reached up to take off the blindfold.

‘No, don’t take it off,’ she said. ‘We haven’t got to the good bit yet.’

More whispering and giggling. I could sense more movement around me, and the sound of cutlery on a plate. I was starting to feel annoyed; as if they were secretly mocking me.

Then, Bernie’s voice said: ‘This one.’

Lorelei: ‘No, this one.’

‘Ewww!’

‘Shh!’

‘Shhhhh!’

Someone giggled uncomfortably. Once more I sensed, rather than heard, someone moving towards me. And then Bernie took hold of my arm. It could have been anyone, I guess. And yet somehow I knew it was her. And then –

Remember, I was eleven years old, where memory works differently. And it had already been three years since I’d been close to Bernie. I had grown a foot taller since then. I had lost my baby teeth. I had made new memories. I was almost a different person.

A moment of connection. Flash.

‘Abracadabra!’ said Bernie.

I can’t be certain what happened next, or if I remember it accurately. But as she touched me, I recall a strange kind of sensation, as if something in me had been turned around. And it seemed weirdly familiar, too, like something from a recurring dream.

‘What can you taste now?’ Bernie said. She sounded as if her mouth was full. ‘Think. What can you really taste?’

‘Strawberry Opal Fruit,’ I said. ‘This is stupid.’ I was annoyed. I didn’t like the blindfold, or the giggling, or the feeling that the others were sharing a joke from which I was excluded. I reached once more for the blindfold. ‘What did you even think I’d –’

And then, suddenly, the taste in my mouth was brutally overridden. The sharp acidic tang of fruit gave way to something different. A different flavour and texture; familiar, but so unexpected that I could barely identify it. Nothing had been put into my mouth: I had been sucking my sweet all the time. And yet, it was there, unmistakeable: something salty and fatty and strange –

It felt like a violation.

I started to choke and gag in alarm. I started to pull at the blindfold.

‘No! That’s cheating!’ said Bernadette. ‘What can you taste?’

‘I – d-don’t know. P-pork pie?’

Bernie laughed in delight. The other two laughed with her, though I thought they sounded uncomfortable. Someone took off my blindfold. Bernadette was still laughing. She was holding a half-eaten piece of pork pie between her fingers. I was eating that just now, I thought. I could taste it. Feel it there. But there was nothing in my mouth except a half-eaten Opal Fruit. I spat it out into my hand. I didn’t trust it anymore.

I know. It’s difficult to explain. I suppose it’s difficult to hear, especially coming from someone like me. But I need you to understand. I wasn’t a suggestible child. I wasn’t especially imaginative. I was a team player, which made me as susceptible to peer pressure as any other girl at a new school wanting to fit in and be popular. But what I’d experienced wasn’t like that. I wasn’t going along with the crowd. There wasn’t a crowd. Just Bernie Moon. I didn’t need to impress her. And yet, it happened all the same – that thing we now call The First Incident.

If I’d been older, I might have assumed that she’d somehow hypnotized me, or even slipped me some kind of drug. But I was not as streetwise as I would have liked my friends to believe. All I could think of at the time was: She can make you feel things, somehow. She can make you feel what she feels. What else could she have made me feel? A headache? The urge to pee my pants? Instinctively, I sensed that she could have done both those things – maybe even more than that. And in the wake of my surprise and fear came burning anger. I threw the half-eaten Opal Fruit at Bernie.

‘You’re disgusting!’

She looked surprised. ‘Don’t be like that. Don’t you like pork pie?’

‘That isn’t the point!’

‘But that’s the magic,’ said Bernie, as if what I’d just experienced was completely normal. ‘Don’t you remember anything?’

‘Remember what?’ I was trembling now. Once more came that fugitive gleam of recognition in my mind, like a shard of memory, working inwards to my heart.

She sighed. ‘Come on. Let’s try again. We’ll do Lorelei this time. You were last, so you can choose.’

‘Choose what?’

‘What she gets to taste, of course. That’s the magic. You know that.’

I glared. The thought that Bernadette Moon could somehow have made a strawberry Opal Fruit taste like a mouthful of pork pie was still too much for me to take, but I had been badly frightened, and I felt a need to retaliate.

‘You’re so weird,’ I said spitefully. ‘No wonder no one else turned up to your stupid party. Why couldn’t we just do normal stuff?’

For a second, she looked at me, and I saw that my words had struck home. The light of excitement in her eyes dimmed, then seemed to darken. I was suddenly half afraid – of what she might say, of what she might do. Suddenly, I seemed to hear a sound like an approaching train, and feel something breathing against my neck, and I saw the fine little hairs on my arms rise in response to some primal fear –

And then Bernie’s mother came in with a tray, calling out in her too-bright voice: How’s it going, girls? and offering jugs of lemonade, and by the time we’d helped ourselves, the moment had passed, and Bernie was back as she’d been before; looking like Wednesday Addams dressed up in her granny’s wedding dress, hopped up on sugar and atmosphere, but no longer strange or menacing. By the time I’d finished my glass, everything was normal again, and I could almost convince myself that Bernie’s mysterious party trick was just my imagination.

I looked at Grace and Lorelei to see if they knew what had happened. Grace was very shy, and seemed not to have understood the ‘trick’. But Lorelei seemed quite relieved not to have had to take her turn. She and I spent the rest of that party watching The Muppet Movie and whispering to each other behind our hands, while Bernadette tried in vain to interest us in a series of normal activities. Eventually, she and Grace settled down to watch the movie in silence, while Lorelei and I pretended not to see or hear her.

Meanwhile, from the kitchen, her mother looked on with an unhappy smile, coming out at intervals to ask if we were enjoying ourselves, or if we wanted more lemonade, and leaving with a sad look on her face, as if she, and not her daughter, were the one whom the class had rejected.

I only saw her father once, quite near the end of the party. He came into the kitchen, where Bernadette’s mother was cleaning up, and looked into the living room, where we were still watching the movie. Behind him, Bernie’s mother said something, and he turned and said: I told you so. Bloody waste of money, Jean. Bernie’s mother shut the door then, so that all I could hear was the rise and fall of their voices through the glass, but I could tell that she was upset, and that he was angry. It made me feel guilty, and more so when, as I left the party, Bernie’s mother insisted I take home the whole top tier of the birthday cake, as well as some extra goodie bags.

‘I’m sure your mum would like one,’ she said in that bright and hopeful tone. ‘And maybe your sister would like one, too? There’s a little make-up kit in there, and some stickers, and sweets, and a friendship bracelet.’ Once more, that wide, heartbreaking smile, a little too like Bernie’s. ‘I made a few too many, I know. But it’s good for Bernie to have friends like you. You’re such a good influence on her.’

In the end, out of guilt, I took four goodie bags, the cake tier and a parcel of sandwiches. Grace and Lorelei took their share, and Bernie waved goodbye at the door, bugling: See you on Monday! as if she couldn’t bear to see us go.

But, by Monday, everyone knew that the party had been a disaster. Lorelei must have spread the word, and although she omitted to mention the magic show, the story she told was already enough to establish Bernie as unpopular and weird. I kept away from the subject – partly out of embarrassment for Bernie, but also because I didn’t want to be thought of as weird by association. And if I found myself dreaming about things I’d never dreamed before, things that belonged to that vanished time when magic had been as easy as maths, I managed to convince myself that none of that had ever been real, and that Bernie’s mysterious party game was nothing more than one of those dreams.

But something was beginning to grow, silently across the years. Something that would take four decades to reach its full potential. Something that sounds like breaking glass and smells like burning rubber. And it starts as all these stories do.

With blood.
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