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Much of this story is about daughters, and I am lucky enough to have the best daughter in the world.

Ruby, this book is for you.




Content warning: This book contains some strong language and mentions of racism, child loss, abortion, child endangerment and sexual assault.




Letter from Count Bogomer Rábca Székely III
 to James Renfield

31 October 2016

Dear Mr Renfield,

2016 marks 120 years since the completion of the manuscript of Bram Stoker’s Dracula. You are cordially invited to come to Transylvania – the land beyond the forest – and spend St Andrew’s Night at Bran Castle, ancestral home of Vlad the Impaler, otherwise known as Dracula, which has recently been restored to its former glory. As the journey is far and the place remote, you can bring up to three guests. Come freely. Go safely. And leave something of the happiness you bring!

Yours sincerely,

Count Bogomer Rábca Székely III

Bran Castle

Transylvania
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REN

My house, Gower Street, London. Thursday 21 November, 2016. Afternoon.

University College Hospital looks like Hogwarts.

It’s properly GOTHIC, with high spiky towers and crenelations that look like teeth. Ironically, it’s built in a cruciform.

And its bricks, appropriately, are as red as blood.

I can see the hospital from my house. I rented something close to Griffin’s flat and my drama school. Those were my priorities at the time. Of course, when I chose it I didn’t realise how important it was going to be to be close to a hospital too.

You might say a matter of life and death.

I stare at the hospital until my eyes water, jangling like a junkie. I’ve got my phone in my hand and I check it like every two seconds, as if I can WILL it to ping. The Young Gothic WhatsApp group has a custom-made alert. It’s a Wilhelm scream – the classic scream that all horror movies use. Hal chose it, of course. The phone slips between my sweaty fingers. There’s no point checking the mirror so I turn on the camera and look at my image. My eyes are hollow, with violet shadows below them. My dark, layered hair hangs lank about my face and my cheekbones (which Griffin always says are so sharp they could cut diamonds) are even more pronounced than usual.

I don’t look well.

I wonder how long I can keep this up.

At LAST the phone sounds. It’s Griffin.

I click the banner and open his message. It reads:

I’ve just robbed a bank

I send a silent prayer of thanks to all the saints in the calendar, even though they seem to have it in for me, and I exhale a big whooo of relief. I can’t have been holding my breath all this time, but it sure as hell feels like it.

I stand up too quickly, and go all dizzy. God forbid I should faint before I get there.

Unsteadily I put on my jacket, grab the carrier bag by the door and stagger out of the house.

It’s time to go to A&E.

Evening.

Accident and Emergency is full of the usual sick-looking people seated in blue corporate-looking chairs. Coughing adults, grizzling kids, and some poor unfortunate person sitting three places from me who has a tea towel wrapped around a bloody hand. The gore seeping through the cheesecloth makes my stomach rumble, and my eye teeth begin to sharpen. I purse my lips to hide them. I hope Griffin hurries up.

The seat next to me is empty, but as I look at it, I see the blue cushion depress, with the impression of someone’s butt.

Mr Nobody.

‘You look like shit,’ says an invisible Griffin.

‘Hey, thanks,’ I reply. ‘Have you got it?’ I’m talking out of the side of my mouth, still trying not to show my teeth.

‘That depends,’ he says. ‘Have you got my clothes?’

I wave the carrier bag. ‘Yes.’

Everyone ignores this exchange. For one thing, they’ve got their own problems. For another, I imagine a crazy guy talking to himself is a common sight in A&E.

‘Come on,’ says Griffin, and the butt-shape disappears from the cushion as he gets up.

I don’t need to be told twice. I’m RAVENOUS. Of course, I can’t see him so he takes my hand. ‘Where are we going?’ I murmur.

‘Staff toilet this time,’ he says. ‘Follow me.’

We walk down the hospital corridor, dodging harassed-looking doctors and nurses in scrubs. The strip lighting is harsh, but neither one of us casts a shadow. A door opens to my left and Griffin’s invisible hand pulls me through it.

Luckily there’s no one else in the toilet. We pass the urinals and I follow Griffin into a cubicle. The lock slides across the door.

‘Here we go.’

The white porcelain cistern lid lifts off the back of the toilet; and there, in the water, is the prize. Four big pouches of blood, in clear plastic intravenous bags, ready to be hung on a drip and mainlined into some patient.

Except they’ll never reach the veins of the needy.

They’re going to feed me.

‘Clothes,’ says Griffin, holding out his palm.

I hand him the carrier bag and he fishes the first pouch out of the cistern and gives it to me in exchange. In a frenzy, I rip off the cap with my teeth, not caring that it has basically been immersed in toilet water. My canines are razor sharp by now. As I drink, I can’t think of anything but the blood. But by the time I’m drinking the third pouch I can actually focus on what’s happening before me.

Griffin is gradually reappearing, in that freaky piecemeal way he always does.

Organs first, to be caged in white bone, then the forest of capillaries and arteries and veins, then the whole mess clothed in beautiful black skin. I watch him, fascinated, as he dresses in the clothes I brought, then I flush the empty pouches down the toilet.

We can’t leave any traces behind.

Griffin hands me a little blue bottle from the bottom of the carrier, something I’d put in there at his request.

Mouthwash.

‘You know the deal,’ he says. ‘You might like drinking blood, but I don’t wanna taste it.’

He’s fully visible now, and he smiles his devastating smile.

I smile back. I feel sated and on top of the world. But now I’m hungry for something else. I rinse and spit into the toilet bowl, then draw him into my arms. We kiss on and on, so hard it feels like our bodies are melting into each other. It’s hard to stop, but we have to. We can’t risk discovery. We slip out of the toilet and follow the corridors to the open air.

The sun is out, and now Griff has a shadow even if I don’t.

It’s a nice autumn evening, and I’m full and happy. I wish I could take his hand, but I know he doesn’t like doing that when we are visible. Because even though he’s in his regular disguise of baseball cap and blue shades, he might be seen by a fan or, even worse, the press.

‘I don’t know if we can keep doing this,’ says Griffin as we walk.

I turn to him, shocked. ‘THIS?’ I point from him to me and back. Is he finishing with me?

‘No, not us.’

I feel a rush of relief, but not for long.

‘I mean the stealing from the blood bank. Eventually they’re going to get savvy at the hospital. Step up their security. Something.’

‘Okaaaay.’ I drag the syllable out, thinking. ‘Well, there’s the Royal Free down the road. St Thomas’s. The Wellington. And Middlesex Hospital, but that’s a bit further out.’ I’ve been doing my research. London has a crap-ton of hospitals.

‘What I mean is,’ he says, ‘eventually you’re going to have to find another way to feed.’

‘Well,’ I say. ‘In a week or so we’re going to be beyond the forest.’

Beyond the forest has become Young Gothic code for Transylvania, literally ‘Trans’, meaning beyond and ‘Sylvania’, meaning the forest. I’ve been invited by a ‘count’ who I’m pretty sure is our old friend Necker. I found a picture of Count Székely online, and he was a dead ringer for Necker, no pun intended. Plus, I’ve been invited to stay in Dracula’s ACTUAL CASTLE, and since I’ve been obsessed with Dracula since I was a kid, I’m not about to pass on a chance like that.

‘I dunno, bruv,’ says Griffin. ‘You know your scriptures, no? Well, this feels a bit like going into the lion’s den.’

‘How d’you mean?’

‘Well, think about it. In the summer we went on this retreat to the Villa Diodati. While we’re there we find out who we really are: you a vampire, me an invisible man, Hal a Jekyll and Hyde, and Eve a zombie. We find a cellar full of the severed tongues of the servants. Then we have that lovely little school trip to CERN where Necker shanks Eve through the heart.’

‘Not to kill her,’ I say. I can’t believe I’m defending Necker. ‘He was trying to prove a point. That she was a zombie and could survive it.’

‘But you’re forgetting there was someone who didn’t survive. Katsuko.’

He’s right. I’d forgotten about Katsuko Komori. Griffin’s pregnant ex-girlfriend, who followed him to the villa. On a dark and stormy night we’d all met her in the wood outside the house, and she’d been frightened – LITERALLY – to death. Only the fact that we’d called the emergency services had saved Griffin’s son, Hideo, who was delivered from his deceased mother.

‘Technically,’ I say, ‘WE killed Katsuko.’

‘Wake up and smell the sulphur,’ he says. ‘Man set that whole thing up. It was all part of the Diodati Foundation’s weird-ass research. They were testing that fear hormone – adrenochrome – remember? Necker knew we would frighten Katsuko to death. And now you want to go back for part two. Who knows what he’s got in store?’

‘But Necker’s the only one to ask about this stuff,’ I say. ‘He’s the person with the key to what’s happening to all of us Young Gothics. If we want to find out who we really are now, and if we’re going to learn anything about our powers, he’s the person to tell us.’

‘I suppose,’ says Griffin, sounding somewhat convinced. ‘But you need to learn it fast. Once I’m on tour next month, who’s gonna heist blood for you?’

He’s right. I know he’s right. But it’s so hard to care right now. Eventually, in a few days, getting more blood will be the most important thing, the only thing, on my mind. But not now. Not yet. I’m full, the sun’s out, I’m with Griffin, and I felt a new urgency in that toilet cubicle. Tonight is going to be the night that we sleep together. His brother has recently moved in with his girlfriend, so we’ll be alone.

AT LAST.

At his flash flat in Great Portland Street Griffin takes out his key.

‘Come in,’ he says, and I cross the threshold. The invitation seems so much more significant tonight than all the times I’ve been here before. My heart is thumping and I can feel my own pulse. Once the door closes behind us, he takes my hand and draws me into the middle of his fancy open-plan living room with the incredible views of London’s rooftops. We kiss again, on and on this time, hardening, pressing together, blood on FIRE.

There’s a clatter and Griffin shoves me away from him, hard.

A head pops out of the kitchen. ‘What’s up, Griff?’ A guy walks into the room.

He looks just like Griffin but older, and he’s holding the biggest sandwich I’ve ever seen.

‘Munching my food again, bruv?’ says Griffin, trying to laugh off the shock.

‘Always.’ Christian, for that’s his brother’s name, flings himself down in a chair and begins to eat his Scooby Snack.

‘This is my … friend … Ren,’ says Griffin.

Christian, hands full, raises his sandwich in salute. ‘What’s up?’ he says again, a greeting that requires no answer. I raise a hand and give a tight smile, cursing inwardly. I wonder what I must look like to him. I dressed down (for me) to go to the hospital, but I’m still in a black polo neck and slacks and an army-green floor-length military greatcoat with gilt buttons. Maybe not a natural bedfellow for his brother.

Little does he know.

‘What you doing here, Chris?’ asks Griffin.

‘I told you I was going to swing by and nail down these tour dates. Specially if you’re off on holiday – again – next week.’ Christian grins through his mouthful. This is obviously a joke between them.

Griffin hits himself on the forehead. ‘Oh yeah. I forgot.’ He turns to me. ‘Sorry, man. We’ll have to have that Mario Kart battle another time.’

I raise an eyebrow at him. I’ve never played a video game in my life. But I get it. He may be visible now, but he’s still in hiding.

‘Sure,’ I say breezily. I actually want to cry, but I’m an actor after all. ‘Nice to meet you, Christian.’ Chris raises his sandwich again, and Griffin takes me to the door.

Once his brother is out of earshot, Griffin lays a hand on my arm. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘Maybe we can meet up tomorrow?’

‘I can’t,’ I say. ‘I’ve got to go up to Whitby.’ I can’t help sounding a bit snippy, since he really hurt my feelings. ‘The sale’s gone through on my gran’s house, and I’ve got to sign the papers.’

He does look properly miserable, so I relent. ‘I’ll see you next week though.’

He nods sadly. Maybe he is suffering too. How to say goodbye? I can’t kiss him, although I want to taste him again more than anything in the world. What would straight guys do? Shake hands? Bump fists? In the end I just say, ‘See you beyond the forest.’

‘Beyond the forest,’ he says, not quite looking at me.

Then he closes the door in my face.






EVE

I don’t see the car that hits me.

It strikes me so hard that I flip up and over the bonnet, roll over the roof and land on the tarmac.

For a moment I’m winded, and I’m fairly certain that I’ve broken at least a couple of bones. I peel my cheek off the road, my nose full of the acrid tarmac smell, my cheek peppered with grit and a metallic taste of blood in my mouth. I sit up, dazed, to a crowd around me. A ring of concerned faces, a sound of squealing brakes and honking horns as traffic on Princes Street is halted.

The driver slams on the brakes and jumps out of the car. He runs back and crouches by my side. ‘Oh, my God. Oh, my God. I’m so sorry. Are you OK?’ He’s middle-aged, very Scots, very worried. He’s probably got a daughter of his own.

I nod, which is a mistake, because I instantly feel dizzy and sick. ‘I’m fine.’ I’m not yet, but I know I will be soon. Now he knows I’m all right, he gets angry. ‘What in the name of God were you doing? You just walked out into the road like a fecking zombie!’

What had I been doing?

Thinking, that’s what.

I’ve been thinking non-stop. Ever since our strange, wonderful, terrifying summer at the Villa Diodati, when we evolved into the monsters we now are. And since Herr Florian Necker confirmed our true natures to us that night at CERN, I’ve been finding out, bit by bit, what it means to be a zombie. And like in Alice Through the Looking Glass, that means believing six impossible things before breakfast. And the most impossible thing to believe, of course, is that when I became a zombie, and woke up from The Operation table after a multiple organ transplant, the child I aborted somehow came back to life too. Clara, who I glimpsed multiple times in Switzerland, gazing at me from beneath her red riding hood. Clara, who put her chilly little hand in mine in the dungeon of a Gothic castle. Clara, the revenant daughter of the young woman who was told her insides were so mangled she’d never be able to have children.

And when I’m not thinking about what it means to be a zombie, or a mother, I am thinking about Hal. Hal kissing me, Hal on top of me. Hal who hadn’t come near me again since he realised he was a Jekyll and Hyde, sharing a body with his evil alter ego, Ed. And now I’m at university in Edinburgh and he’s at film school in London we’re further apart than ever.

And yet in some ways we are close, because this is his hometown. Just out of curiosity I did go to his street once, in a nice part of the old town. I stared at his front door until my eyes watered, and then at the upstairs windows, wondering which was his bedroom. Then the front door opened and his dad came out, and the resemblance hit me in my borrowed innards. I hurried away, realising that I was exhibiting stalker-adjacent behaviour.

Everywhere I go in Edinburgh, I think about how Hal would have grown up treading the very same streets. Edinburgh has a Gothic skyline, a forest of soot-black spires framed by brooding mountains, and it’s such a fitting place to find a character like Hal I almost expect him to walk round the corner.

I did seek another figure in those streets too. Someone small, blonde and dressed in a red riding hood.

Clara.

I wondered if my erstwhile daughter would continue to haunt me here, but her spirit was quiet. I hadn’t seen her, even in my mind’s eye, since Switzerland. So when I’d set off for the Greyfriars Kirkyard that day and was walking down the grand and Gothic majesty of Princes Street, I was thinking only of Hal.

All of us monsters have been in touch on the Young Gothic WhatsApp, several times a day in fact. Yesterday there was an exchange about Griffin robbing a bank – I know what that means. He’s been using his invisibility to steal blood for Ren, becoming his feeder. I wonder how that’s affected their ‘romantic’ relationship, for want of a better word. I hope it’s going better than mine and Hal’s. There have been no personal messages between us since Switzerland, no private missives just for me. I know he’s afraid; not of me, but of himself. So at the moment I was crossing the road I was hugging myself in anticipation at the prospect of seeing him again – a whole week ‘beyond the forest’ as our Young Gothic quartet had taken to calling our upcoming reunion.

And that’s when I’d stepped into the road without looking.

Now I look up at the driver and force a smile. ‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘It was totally my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going.’

He helps me to the pavement, still looking worried. ‘At least come and sit in the car until the ambulance gets here,’ he says. Then he gets out his phone, like many others in the little crowd. I hold out my hands to stop anyone phoning. Or filming.

‘No. No ambulance. I’m fine. Honestly.’ The last thing I need is to be admitted to hospital, and for the medical establishment to be alerted to my strange invulnerability. I stand up to show them that everything works, and walk away quickly, because I suspect I know what’s about to happen.

And I’m right.

My limbs begin to straighten and my bruises start to fade before I’ve even turned the corner. By the time I’m a little way down Princes Street even the pain has abated. I’ve no idea why these healings are happening more quickly now. Maybe it’s something to do with what Necker said at CERN, that the traits of our personal monsters harden as we grow, like puberty. My scars from The Operation have almost healed – now they are mere silvery lines like the traceries of ice skates. If I was to flash my torso at Hal now, like I did on the first night at the Villa Diodati (my cheeks heat at the memory of it) then he really would think I had made the whole Operation up. Even the wound that I’d sustained a matter of months ago, when Necker stabbed me through the heart with a sacrificial knife during the ritual at CERN, had almost healed.

Once I’m out of sight of the crowd I lean on the railway bridge looking over Edinburgh Waverley Station, another miracle of Gothic architecture, more like Bluebeard’s castle than a station. By now my ribs, which I’m fairly sure were broken moments ago, barely hurt. I watch the trains speeding below me for a moment, thinking this through. Clearly, the things that would kill a normal human do not kill me. I could probably jump off this bridge in front of an Intercity right now, and just walk away from it. I’m almost tempted to try it, but for the fact that when I hear about railway suicides I always feel sorry for the driver. I’ve already ruined one nice man’s day; I don’t want to ruin another. I could, I suppose, go home and take a bunch of pills as an experiment, but I don’t like the idea of one of my new friends in my halls of residence having to find me. Besides, walking in front of a car, which I swear on my life (!) wasn’t deliberate, told me what I needed to know.

Hitherto what I knew about being a zombie had been cobbled together from others, a little bit like me. My fellow Young Gothics have helped me with this. Hal, the horror-movie uber-geek, recommended lots of zombie films like The Evil Dead and Dawn of the Dead, also TV shows like The Walking Dead (plenty of dead there). He even recommended video games like The Last of Us, so since I came back from Switzerland I’ve steeped myself in zombie lore. Griffin, too, has been sharing zombie stories from Haiti, where the revenant phenomenon originated. Ren sent me the zombie emoji (I didn’t know one existed) and alerted me to the Los Angeles Zombie Walk. It’s been great that my strange new family have been so supportive, because my university course hasn’t exactly helped me pluck out the heart of my mystery. Although I’m studying The Literature of the Gothic there don’t seem to be any Victorian novels about revenants like myself, except, of course, Frankenstein. The nearest I’ve come to a Gothic novel about what I’m dealing with is Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, and that’s not exactly canon.

So today, on this ill-fated stroll through sunny autumnal Edinburgh, with a few hours to kill before my lectures (no pun intended) I had actually been on my way to further my zombie education. I’d heard about someone who was in Greyfriars Kirkyard.

Or rather, someone who was not in Greyfriars Kirkyard.

I leave the station behind and carry on up Candlemaker Row to the churchyard. The gates are magnificent, ornamented with wrought-iron curlicues and flames of hellfire, and as I pass through I get the same shiver I always do when entering a graveyard. It’s like crossing the River Styx, entering the realm of the dead.

Then something occurs to me. If I am, to all intents and purposes, invulnerable, does that mean I won’t ever die?

The thought is strangely unsettling. In fact, I feel a sort of sadness. I love graves but I’ll never be in one.

Because of that notion the graves don’t give me the comfort they usually do; that idea of knowing your final destination. But there is plenty here to interest me, because Greyfriars Kirkyard isn’t like any other graveyard I’ve ever been in. There’s a wall painted in old gold, studded with memento mori plaques. There’s a fabulous tomb of a surgeon called John Borthwick which features a full-size dancing skeleton. But the most notable feature to strike me is that many of the tombs have enormous cages over them.

I walk over to the nearest one. Black iron bars rise out of the tufted green grass from all sides, criss-crossing over the tomb to form an enclosure. The next plot has two graves caged in together, like a double bed. Then I notice something else. One cemetery walk is entirely covered with iron bars. I walk down it, the striped shadows jailing me. What went on here; what were the bars for? They don’t look like recent additions, but rather that they were put here at the same time as the tombs themselves.

I wander back again to the graveyard proper. There aren’t any helpful information boards like there are in more famous cemeteries like Highgate, but there is an adorably Gothic little shop, like a witch’s cottage, nestling by the entrance. There’s a sign along the side which reads: The Creepy Wee Bookshop in the Graveyard. This sounds right up my street so I go inside.

In the gloom an elderly lady sits placidly behind the cash desk. This must be the witch herself. She twinkles at me over a pair of half-moon spectacles and calls me ‘hen’, so she must be a good witch. I take a look around at the books and postcards, and the scarves and jewellery featuring skulls. I would happily buy everything in the place.

‘I love your shop,’ I say, as an opening gambit.

‘Thank you, hen,’ she says. ‘It used to be a watch house.’

I’m curious. ‘What’s that?’

‘A guard hut to watch the graves. You can see there are three windows there at the back, looking out on to the tombs.’ She points beyond the piles of merchandise to a trio of windows with diamond-paned glass. ‘All kirkyards in these parts built watch houses. There would be armed constables here all night, watching.’

‘Watching for what?’

‘In the 1820s, Edinburgh had a particular problem with Resurrection Men, who would dig up newly buried bodies.’

That was certainly an evocative name. ‘Resurrection Men?’

‘Otherwise known as Bodysnatchers.’

She has my full attention. ‘Why?’ I say. ‘Were they looking for jewellery or something?’

She shakes her head. ‘No,’ she says. ‘Something far more valuable. Human flesh.’

She says it with some relish. ‘The bodies themselves were worth a lot of money, and the Resurrection Men would sell them to anatomy schools. So of course the richer members of Edinburgh society paid to have their graves protected, and an actual offence was created: “Violating a Sepulchre”. Otherwise known as grave-robbing.’

Naturally, this is music to my ears. How dark. ‘Is that why the bars are there?’

‘Yes. The enclosures over the graves are called mortsafes. The double-bedder there was for the two daughters of a Major Lindsay, who died a year apart. He couldn’t bear the thought of someone disturbing the lassies’ rest.’

I look in the direction of her crooked pointing finger to the double tomb I’d passed.

‘How sad.’

‘And the bars over the walkways are called caged lairs.’

‘And did they work?’ I ask. ‘Did they stop people getting in?’

She regards me over the half-moon spectacles. ‘Aye,’ she says, ‘and they stopped people getting out too.’

‘People getting out?’ My voice is a whisper.

Her gaze becomes more piercing, almost as if she knows who I am. ‘The Undead.’

I feel a shiver again. Now I’m getting somewhere. ‘Are you talking about Shaw Clay?’

‘Ah. You’ve come looking for Shaw, have ye?’ she says, nodding wisely.

‘Yes,’ I say.

The finger points again. ‘Go through the caged lair to the end, then go right. You’ll see the grave that he escaped.’

‘Where did he go?’

‘Well, hen,’ she says, ‘that you’ll know as well as I.’ She might have said more, but a group of Japanese girls come in and start exclaiming over the skull jewellery. I thank the lady and leave them to it.

I make my way to the graves’ end, to an out-of-the-way tomb with no headstone or ornament. This was the grave of the boy I’d come to find. A sixteen-year-old Romani boy by the name of Shaw Clay. According to what I’d read online, the teenager was hanged after a fierce clan battle, together with three other family members, for murdering a man from a rival traveller family, the Faws. After the hanging, the four bodies were cut down and taken to Greyfriars to be slung in one mass grave. But in the morning it was discovered that the grave had been disturbed and the body of Shaw Clay had gone. Of course, all of Edinburgh was buzzing with his disappearance. Some believed that he had been stolen to order by a medical school, just as my friend in the shop had said, for an anatomical dissection. Others started some fairly defamatory rumours about dark ‘Gypsy’ powers. But of course, I knew better. I knew he had survived the hanging and risen again. Shaw Clay was a revenant, just like me.

There’s no point in talking to the tomb, seeing as how he isn’t there any more. But I do. ‘See you around, maybe?’ I say, then turn away. It occurs to me, for the first time, that I might not be alone in my condition. If I rose from the dead, surely there will be other zombies walking the earth. Zombies like me.

On the way out I pass the caged graves again and, as ever when I find something interesting, my immediate instinct is to share it with the Young Gothics. I snap a few pictures on my phone and WhatsApp them to the group.

Thought you would like these. Mortsafes. Designed to keep bodysnatchers out and corpses in.

I add Ren’s zombie emoji for good measure. Then I type:

Occurs to me though I might not need one of these #zombiesimmortal?

@BatshitBoy replies almost at once, and my heart starts to thump. It’s Hal. I’ve not heard from him in weeks.

Sorry @GothicGirl. Revenants are indeed hard to kill, but zombie lore seems to agree that a brain injury will do it.

Theory is they eat brains to nourish their own.

So take care of that planet-sized brain of yours.

I wander back towards my halls, deep in thought again, but this time being careful to avoid cars. I remember back at the fireside in the Villa Diodati, on the night of the Ouija board, what I’d told the others about the Dead Poets. The young men were all dead within five years of staying at the Diodati. Mary Shelley had lived on, but had died aged fifty-three.

Of a brain tumour.

I happen to be passing Waverley Station again and as I look down at the iron tracks I shudder at the thought of what I’d nearly tried. If I’d jumped in front of a train and it had splattered my brains everywhere, or even if that car crash had cracked my skull on the pavement like a boiled egg, that would have been the end of me.

My phone pulses once more, as if it’s alive. Hal again.

See you next week, I guess?

My stomach plunges.

Why ‘I guess’?

Just not sure it’s the best idea, that’s all.

Oh, God. Oh, God. He’s not backing out, is he?

Why?

For a moment those little ellipses pulse away while Hal types. It’s going to be a long answer. It is.

OK, you know that bit in the horror film when the cheerleader or babysitter or whatever walks back into the haunted house, even though the audience is screaming at her to run as fast as she can in the opposite direction? That’s us.

My thumbs are all clumsy and fumble as I type desperately.

But we can’t just leave it. I’ve got so many questions that only Necker can answer.

He messages back:

You do remember he stabbed you last time he saw you, right?

I type: But I healed then and I’ll heal again. In fact, I’m sure my powers are getting stronger. Are yours?

He replies: Nope. Not seen Hyde nor hair of Ed since we got back from Switzerland.

It’s a good play on words but I can’t even smile right now. I have to convince him. My mind spins through all the angles but then I just keep it simple.

Please, Hal

There’s an agonising pause.

See you beyond the forest then

Relief floods my mangled innards. Suddenly I feel like I’m fizzing with electricity. I might be ending up in a grave after all one day, but there is some fun to be had between this day and that one.

It’s nice to have someone to live for.
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