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It is a dark and stormy night.

The phrase sticks in my head as I set out from the villa. ‘It was a dark and stormy night.’ I happen to know where it’s from. It’s the opening line of Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s 1830 novel Paul Clifford. Just one of those factoids, those useless pieces of pub quiz trivia that stick in your head. Funny how those stupid details float to the surface when you’re in a panic. Dark and stormy. A clichéd line of fiction, a drink made with rum. And the classic beginning to a horror story.

Which is what this is.

It’s factually true tonight. It is dark and stormy. The wild skies are torn apart by lightning, the rain slashes down and I can feel the thunder rumbling my ribs. What a night to have to go into the woods. A bird flies overhead and plunges into the forest behind the house, as if to show me the way.

In the forest it is even darker. Norse peoples of the past used to think that night was a great wolf devouring the sun, and they would clash pots and pans to scare it away. I’m sure they’re much too polite to do that here in Switzerland, but I wish they would.

It is too dark to see anything at first, let alone a person. I would have missed her altogether but for the fact that she’s wearing a white sheet, like some sort of Halloween ghost. I call her name and she turns. Our conversation is short but to the point. Then a flash of lightning illuminates us both. Now she can see me properly. She looks at me like I’m a stranger, as if she doesn’t know me from Adam.

And now she starts to scream.

Maybe it’s the lightning that scared her. Or maybe it’s the shock. I did sort of sneak up on her. It couldn’t be helped though. We had to have this one last talk. Because she can’t be allowed to do what she’s planning to do. But neither of those things, the lightning nor the shock, explains the terror on her face when she sees mine. That only leaves one thing that’s scaring her.

Me.

Her face frightens me in turn. Eyes wide, as if they had glimpsed down the pit of hell, mouth wide too, the whole face a gargoyle of horror. For the first time in my life I am looking at fear – pure fear.

I have to get her to stop screaming. We aren’t far from the villa – someone will hear. One of the other three members of my strange new family.

But before I can speak again she turns and runs from me, into the undergrowth.

I walk in the stormy glade for a time, unsure of what to do. I don’t know if there would be a point in going after her – she’s clearly terrified of me, so it might do more harm than good. But then I make up my mind. I can’t just leave her.

Not in her condition.

I find her in a clearing, lying prone on the forest floor. She’s now silent. And that’s somehow worse.

There’s this bit in The Silence of the Lambs where Clarice Starling, the detective character, is explaining the meaning of the title of the movie. She says that she lived near a farm when she was young and they raised lambs. She used to hear them bleating pitiably when they went to slaughter. But it was worse when they stopped, because that meant they were dead. It’s also said that when there’s a car crash, paramedics always attend the silent person first. If someone’s screaming, that means they’re alive.

Now I’m even more afraid. This is on me. I gave her the shock. For a moment I just stand over her, unsure of what to do. Then there is another crack of lightning, heaven wide, and suddenly it is as bright as day.

For a split second you can see the beauty below the villa; Lake Geneva like a haunted mirror, Chateau Chillon on its little island in the middle of it, and the silver slopes of Mont Blanc far beyond. Then the vista is gone as quickly as it had come.

But the lightning galvanises me – it was the shock I needed. I come to myself and fall to my knees on the wet earth, and try to revive her. Nothing. And her face is still the same, contorted with horror. I could run – I am still alive – and go to ground in the villa where this had all started. But I know I have to do the right thing for once in my life. I fumble wetly for my phone, my fingers as cold as the grave. Our Young Gothic WhatsApp group is open – as it always is. Shaking, I close it and call 115 – that was the emergency number we’d all been given when we’d arrived. I’d wondered why at the time; now I was so thankful. After all, time was of the essence if a spark of life did exist within her.

I speak to the operator, giving the address as clearly as I can.

The Villa Diodati.

I wait with her until I see blue lights circling the lake below like a collar of sapphires, and then it’s back to doing the wrong thing. (I suppose we always revert to type.)

I run away.

Soon there will be gendarmes with their sharp eyes, and sharper questions. Trying to get to the truth. And I can’t face that.

Because the truth is that the other three are innocent.

But me?

I am a monster.
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SIX MONTHS EARLIER

Advertisement from Herr Florian Necker, President of the Diodati Foundation, appearing in all UK print press and social media platforms

1 January 2016

Two hundred years ago this summer, four young poets spent three months in the Villa Diodati, a beautiful mansion on the shores of Lake Geneva. They were the famous Lord Byron, his physician John Polidori, Percy Shelley and his wife Mary Shelley. 1816 was known as the year without a summer, the weather was terrible and the young poets were confined to the villa. That accident of nature led to the most famous literary wager of all time. One stormy evening the four friends read from the Fantasmagoriana, a book of ghost stories they found in the villa, to pass the time. They began to invent ghost stories of their own, and on the night of 16 June two legends were born. Mary Shelley began her Gothic masterpiece Frankenstein, a chilling morality tale about the misuse of scientific power. And John Polidori wrote The Vampyre, the first incarnation of the nobleman vampire, which formed the inspiration for Bram Stoker’s Dracula.

This coming summer the Diodati Foundation, a charitable cultural organisation that curates and maintains the Villa Diodati, is offering a unique opportunity to four young creatives. The Young Gothic programme aims to nurture young creative talent in the literary and performing arts, and also to ask the philosophical question – what are the monsters of our age? What are we afraid of in the modern day?

We want you to reinvent this summer by the lake, two hundred years on, and create your own horror stories; in writing, performance, poetry or film. You will spend a summer living in the Villa Diodati as if it is your own. All expenses will be paid and the house is fully staffed and catered. There will be organised excursions to recreate the young poets’ adventures, including to the beautiful Chateau Chillon in the middle of Lake Geneva. But most of all you will be free to make abiding friendships, create your own drawing-room monsters and learn about your true nature.

Applicants must be between the ages of 18 and 21. You must be a British citizen, like the four original poets. Other than that, there are no parameters of race, class or religion. All that matters is your creativity. Poets come in many forms these days: you may be a writer, of course; but you may also be a YouTuber, influencer, songwriter, lyricist or performance artist. All we require is a passion for creativity and an abiding interest in all things Gothic.

To seize this unique opportunity, send your application to Herr Florian Necker at:


The Diodati Foundation

PO BOX 1816

Geneva

Switzerland



Or email info@younggothic.com marking the subject heading ‘Young Gothic Programme’.

Your covering letter should include:


	A little bit about yourself


	A little bit about what you are afraid of


	A little bit about what you want to get out of a sojourn by the lake




The closing date for entries is 16 May 2016. We look forward to hearing from you – and who knows, you could create the next Frankenstein!




Letter from Eve Robertson to the Diodati Foundation 10 January 2016

Dear Herr Necker,

My name is Eve Robertson and I’m from Somers Town in London. My new English teacher told me about your competition to win a stay at the Villa Diodati for the summer. She told me that applicants need to write and tell you a little bit about themselves, so here goes.

My background was achingly normal:

Mum

Dad

School

No trauma

No drama

Until I was sixteen, and then I had The Operation.

Everything went wrong. I got sepsis, and multiple organ failure. I had to have a triple transplant – heart, lungs and liver – and a massive blood transfusion, which means they replace the entire blood volume of your body. At one point I was clinically dead for four minutes and was literally brought back to life with a defibrillator. They said I was a medical marvel.

After that I was drawn to everything related to death – I suppose because I’d cheated it so narrowly. For about a year I was in hospital recovering, and in that time I did nothing but read. I chose Gothic novels. Frankenstein. Dracula. Jekyll and Hyde. The Invisible Man. It blew my mind that Mary Shelley was my age – eighteen – when she wrote Frankenstein. She inspired me. She made me sit up for the first time. From my hospital bed I started my BookTube channel, Gothic Girl (you can search me up online), and steadily built up followers. I would discuss all the books about death which had brought me back to life. I thought it would be a niche interest, a quirk; but then I realised there were dozens of weird kids out there like me. Hundreds. Thousands.

When I was well enough to get up, the first place I went was St Pancras churchyard. I’d read a biography of Mary Shelley and it said that when she and Percy first got together they would meet secretly there, and make out on her mother’s grave. How Gothic is that? I began to stream from graveyards instead of my bed. And that’s how I became obsessed with gravestone inscriptions. In John Green’s Looking for Alaska (I don’t just read Gothic novels) there’s a character, Miles, who collects last lines; he thinks that the very final words someone utters in their life say a great deal about them. I think the same about gravestone epitaphs. Spike Milligan’s says ‘I Told You I Was Ill’. Frances Eileen Fletcher’s says ‘Damn it’s Dark Down Here’. A dentist called John Denby directed that his grave should read ‘I’m Filling My Last Cavity’. And some people are even more creative. A 33-year-old Welshman had a 285-letter cryptic crossword erected in stone over his tomb. The solution to the puzzle reads ‘Here Lies John Renie’. And there’s my favourite of all; the tomb of nineteenth-century clown Joseph Grimaldi. At his tomb there are two coffin shapes set into the ground made of bronze tiles, which make a sound when you step on them. You are literally invited to dance on his grave.

And that’s why I hang around graveyards. Because they’re interesting. Not just because I’m a goth.

I suppose I am a goth.

I do wear black all the time. My hair-dye shade is called Raven’s Wing. I collect memento mori – that’s to say pieces that were made to remember the dead. They feature a lot of skulls. I do get through about one eyeliner a week. Before The Operation I was all blonde hair and boho dresses. My mum always asks Where did my little golden-haired girl go? I sometimes think about saying She’s dead, but I think that would be a bit brutal. Mum thinks that after The Operation I started to rebel. But I’m not a rebel – that’s the biggest misconception about goths. Rebelling against normality to conform to another normality is as conventional as it gets.

So what does scare me? You asked your applicants to tell you. It’s the past. I did something. I had no choice, and it was the right thing – the only thing – to do at the time, but it haunts me. If it’s all right I’ll say no more than that.

Oh – you asked one more thing. What would I get out of a summer by the lake?

I want to go to university, to read English literature, but my parents are reluctant to let me go. They still see me as an invalid and want me to study at home. They nearly lost me once and they don’t want to lose me again. But if I got an opportunity like this, even they would say I should take it. Then if I proved I could be away for a summer abroad on my own and be fine, I think they’d let me go to uni.

In short, I think at the Villa Diodati I would learn to live again.

Yours sincerely,

Eve Robertson




Email from G the Poet to Herr Necker at info@younggothic.com 13 February

Hi.

My manager messaged you but was told that I had to contact you myself. That’s fine by me.

You probably know my story already but here’s my version. I was born in Haiti but there was this military coup in 2004, when I was six, so my dad got me and my brother out and we came to the UK. We was brought up in Tower Hamlets, one of the poorest bits of London. I pissed about at school, got into trouble, just another invisible Black boy. Then my English teacher Miss Goswami saw something in these shitty little poems I used to make up. I could barely write and she realised I could only rhyme when I was setting words to beats, so she set me up with the music tech department. I got some money to buy my own kit, started recording and that’s where it all started really. My dad died when I was fifteen, but my brother managed to keep social services away until he was eighteen, so he could look after me.

When I was in sixth form Miss got me on Teen Time, this Young London Musicians scheme. I wrote ‘C ME’, and that got me noticed on the grime scene. I ended up performing it at the BRITs, where I won the Rising Star award. I got Miss Goswami up on the stage to thank her – she was the only one who did see me, back in the day, except for my brother – and that clip went viral.

That’s when everything blew up. ‘C ME’ was the number-one download that week. I wrote my album, and it got signed. I made a bunch of money and moved to my house in Great Portland Street with my brother, who started to manage me (he’s the one who messaged you about this lake thing).

I don’t know much about Gothic, but if you want a poet I’m it. My dad saw some dark shit in Port-au-Prince, I’ve seen some dark shit in London and my rhymes deal with that.

What am I afraid of? Right now: losing everything I am.

Everybody wants a piece of me. It’s all getting too much, man. Fans, interviews, press round my house. And there’s this one girl who won’t leave me alone …

I want to come to your villa to get some headspace, get some peace, work on my rhymes.

It’s the one thing no one would expect me to do, so no one would be looking for me there. As long as I stay off the socials, everything will be calm.

What do I want out of this trip?

I want to disappear.

G (the Poet)




Email from Hal Fraser to Herr Necker at info@younggothic.com 27 January 2016

Hi.

I’m applying to spend the summer at the Villa Diodati, the only way I know how.

Best,

Hal Fraser.

FADE IN:

CLOSE-UP on a boy (HAL) wandering through the streets of EDINBURGH. It’s 2011; he’s about thirteen. A gangly, nerdy kid, brown curly hair, scruffy clothes, one brown eye, one blue eye, glasses.

We PULL BACK to see he’s with a shoal of other kids, and they’re kicking about in the summer holidays, with nothing to do.

MONTAGE of them wandering around the town. We see them on the Royal Mile at the ancient Edinburgh castle. We see them dodging the tourists who have descended on the Fringe Festival. We see them climbing the picturesque slopes of Arthur’s Seat, attempting to smoke on the summit and coughing their lungs up. Then we see it begin to rain, bucketing down, and they run down the mountain to seek shelter.

A neon light shines out of the tempest like the Bethlehem Star.

It’s a cinema, specifically the CAMEO PICTUREHOUSE in the old town.

EXTERIOR. CAMEO PICTUREHOUSE – DAY


HAL

Let’s go in there. I’m soaked.

FRIEND 1

What’re we going to see?

Despicable Me again?

FRIEND 2

Nah. You do that thing where you buy a ticket for Despicable Me, then you go and see something else. Preferably something with an 18 certificate.

HAL

Like what?

FRIEND 3

(pointing) Like THAT!



CLOSE-UP of the film title illuminated on the sign:

THE CABIN IN THE WOODS

INTERIOR. CAMEO PICTUREHOUSE – DAY

HAL and his friends sitting in the dark. Hal is afraid of the dark but for now his attention is captured by THE CABIN IN THE WOODS projected on the flickering screen. Atmospheric horror music can be heard on the soundtrack. The friends stare at the screen, gripped by the action.

On the screen four teens are in a lonely cabin, gathered around the fire, when a trapdoor bursts open behind the sofa. The soundtrack slams a sudden chord of brass and strings, and every character on screen jumps a mile. But Hal is more interested by what happens in the cinema. Every member of the audience jumps a mile too, popcorn goes everywhere, people scream, and then immediately start to laugh.

INT. FRASER HOUSE, LIVING ROOM – NIGHT

We see HAL in his house. He ignores his parents’ calls to come down to dinner and instead peruses their shelves of DVDs. He selects a stack of films – all horror – and disappears to his room.

MONTAGE of HAL watching horror after horror. We see the covers of the DVDs – a mix of old and modern classics, the great and the terrible.

Night turns to day as he watches. The friends knock on his door to no answer – one day, the day after that and the day after that. Eventually they stop coming.

As HAL watches, time lapses and he changes subtly. His hair gets longer, he gets taller, his teeth get straighter. The scruffy clothes become more tailored, the T-shirts are now of slasher horror films. He is still a nerdy kid, but stretched. The films aren’t on DVD now but streamers. And now there is a camera, and a PC, and he is speaking into a mic. He looks nervous, and his voice is hesitant.


HAL

Welcome to the first EVER review show with me, Batshit Boy. I’ll be reviewing every type of horror movie from black-and-white Hammer classics, through 80s schlockfests to current cinema releases. I’m also really interested in the psychology of what makes us scared. What makes us jump out of our skin in the cinema? What makes our hearts beat faster, what makes us forget to breathe? What makes us laugh when we are scared? I’ll start: I’m scared shitless of The Cabin in the Woods. This film began my love affair with horror. So I’m going to kick off my channel with a live reaction to that absolute stone-cold classic, the film which turned me on to horror in the first place.



Stream over, we see an EXTREME CLOSE-UP of the little thumbs up at the bottom of the YouTube pane. After a few tense seconds the number one appears beside it.

MONTAGE of HAL, in different outfits doing his live reactions on camera. The likes and views begin to click up. HAL becomes more confident. He learns to edit clips from the movies he’s talking about into his shot. The videos become slicker. He always ends each clip the same way. ‘Do Have Nightmares!’ The likes and views mount steadily.

EXT. WEST PRINCES STREET GARDENS, EDINBURGH – DAY

HAL stands by a gravestone with the inscription ‘RLS’.


HAL

I’m here by the memorial of Robert Louis Stevenson, the author of the Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde, source material for so many movies over the years, including The Incredible Hulk. And if you listen very closely (he cups his hand behind his ear) you can hear Stevenson spinning in his grave. That’s because this week’s review is of Mary Reilly, a truly terrible retelling of the Jekyll and Hyde story – in fact comfortably the worst I’ve ever seen. I even preferred Jekyll and Hyde the Musical, starring David Hasselhoff. At least that was so bad it was good. Mary Reilly is so bad it’s just … bad. There’s only one thing wrong with the script – the words. And the acting is, if possible, even worse. As regular viewers know, I normally try to cover the pros and cons of a movie, but with Mary Reilly there’s really nothing good to say. It’s also completely un-scary. The only horrific thing about this film is Julia Roberts’s accent.



EXTREME CLOSE-UP of the ‘Likes’ thumbs-up number. It is now in the millions.

INT. THE FRASER HOUSE, KITCHEN – DAY

Mum (JANET), Dad (ARCHIE) and HAL are at breakfast. Like a proper advert family. Mum pouring tea, Dad absorbed in The Scotsman newspaper. HAL, chewing toast, peers at an ad on the back of his dad’s paper.


HAL

Dad, can I have that page?

ARCHIE (without looking up)

You can have any page but the sport.



ARCHIE hands him the page. We see HAL’s point of view – an EXTREME CLOSE-UP of the ad for the Young Gothic Programme. HAL looks up from the ad, eyes shining. He’s just read about an opportunity that could change his life. An opportunity for him to finally find out who he really is.


HAL

Do you think I should apply for this?



He slides the paper across the table to his parents. ARCHIE puts down his paper, JANET her teapot. They both read the ad.


ARCHIE

What about film school?

HAL

Doesn’t start until October. This is June to August.

JANET

But that’s the whole summer. We’re already losing you in the autumn.

HAL

I’m going to London, Mum. I’m not dying.



There is an awkward silence. JANET looks close to tears.


JANET

It’s just … We already lost one of you.

HAL (clasping her hand)

That was eighteen years ago, Mum. A lifetime.



ARCHIE reads the advert and taps the page.


ARCHIE

There are questions here. How would you answer them? What are you most afraid of?

HAL

Myself. I think I get in my own way.

ARCHIE

And what do you want out of a summer by the lake?

HAL

I want to find out who I am.



ARCHIE decidedly pushes the paper in front of HAL.


ARCHIE

You give it a try, son. You might not get it anyway. But if you do … (he looks at JANET) It’s time to let him go.



INT. THE FRASER HOUSE, HAL’S ROOM – DAY

HAL is at his computer, emailing. VOICEOVER as he types:


HAL (V.O)

Hi. I’m applying to spend the summer at the Villa Diodati, the only way I know how. Best, Hal Fraser.

FADE OUT.






Handwritten letter from James Renfield to Herr Necker at The Diodati Foundation

3 May, Whitby

Dear Herr Necker,

My name is James Renfield – but everyone calls me Ren – and I come from Whitby.

Growing up in Whitby, you can’t help knowing about Dracula.

Apparently Bram Stoker, the author, was inspired by Whitby Abbey, the brooding black ruin guarding the bay from the top of our windswept cliffs. And he thought that Whitby would be an ideal place for Dracula’s ship to land when he came from Romania packed in his coffins of Transylvanian earth.

Dracula’s practically a set text in Whitby schools. So I realised pretty early on that there was a character with my name in the novel – a fly-eating lunatic in an asylum, no less, who was Dracula’s devoted slave!! Great, right?? Maybe I felt close to the text because I was in it, but I LOVED the book, and especially the way it was all written in letters and diaries, so clever. And that’s why I’m writing a handwritten letter to you now. (I hope you can tell that it’s written with a quill pen, and I hope you noticed the seal too – I used sealing wax and printed it with my gran’s ring!)

If you want Gothic, then honey, I’m IT!! I’m Gothic through and through, by name and by nature. I’m called Renfield, I’ve performed every word of Dracula out loud and I live in the most Gothic town in England – Whitby’s a Mecca for goths, who flock here like ravens every year.

When I saw your ad I KNEW I was destined to come and stay in the Villa Diodati. It was MEANT TO BE. I had no idea that Dracula was inspired by The Vampyre – the OG posh nobleman bloodsucking trope – and that guy Polidori came up with The Vampyre when he was staying at the VERY SAME VILLA I’M APPLYING TO STAY AT. That blew my MIND!

My grandmother took me in when my parents died and NEVER let me forget how much I owed her. She was a big churchgoer, one of those old died-in-the-wool Yorkshire Catholics. She always did right by me – fed me, clothed me and made sure I had everything I needed for school. But she was massively strict. She’d talk about the saints like they were old friends, and threaten me with their anger if I was bad. We didn’t have treats or holidays. I had to BEG for the money for a phone and PC from my parents’ legacy, and she only caved because I said I needed them for school.

In year 13 I had the idea of filming the whole of Dracula, on the actual day of the year that it happened. Because it’s EPISTOLARY (good word, huh? It means written in diaries or letters) it worked out really well. It goes from 3 May (which is today!! Not an accident …) to 10 November and I never missed a day. I called it the Dracula Dispatches and they went VIRAL!! You’d be amazed how many Dracula stans there are around the world (especially in America!!). I dressed as the characters and acted them out – even the female characters. You can imagine how much my gran liked THAT!! I filmed one of my dispatches in Whitby Abbey – the one where Dracula comes to Whitby on a ship called the Demeter. He’d already drained every member of the crew including the captain, who’d lashed himself to the ship’s wheel and pilots the ship once he’s already dead. I acted that bit in the abbey at sunset, in a lovely blood-coloured velvet corset!! It drew quite a crowd!! Gran was furious when she heard I’d been quoting Dracula in the abbey. I’d never seen her so angry. She said the book was ungodly and I’d brought the Devil to the house of the Lord. She massively disapproved of the Dracula Dispatches but that was no surprise. She disapproved of everything. She disapproved of same-sex-attracted people. She disapproved of boys who wear dresses. She even disapproved of actors!! And most of all, she disapproved of ME. I checked the tick list of all the above. For a Christian, Gran was the least Christian person I know.

So what am I afraid of? GOD. Or rather: organised religion and the evils done in his name. I was made to go to church every Sunday as a kid, but my gran’s funeral was the last time. I haven’t been inside one since.

I’ve been living with my grandmother all my life, and she died very recently, and now I’m free to be ME. I’ve been awarded a place at drama school in October (she didn’t even know I’d applied until I had to go to the audition day in London!!) and want to do something ADVENTUROUS with my summer. Actors feed on the lives of other people, but I’ve never been outside England. I’ve barely been outside Whitby!! I want to MEET people, to TRAVEL.

What would I get out of a summer by the lake?

I want to TASTE LIFE at last.

Yours (very hopefully!!)

James Renfield (Ren)
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