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If there’s one thing you can be sure of when you hear there’s a new book by Melvin Burgess, it’s that it won’t be some bland piece of kid-lit, an anodyne issues book or the first of a fantasy trilogy. And Sara’s Face, the story of Sara Carter, pop phenomenon Jonathon Heat and the Faustian deal they strike, does not disappoint. 

   The narrator is a journalist, reporting a story he has researched at length, with the book reading very much as if it was a piece of extended reportage, something you’d likely find in a Sunday colour supplement. And the journalist sounds very much like Burgess himself. Was this, I wondered, intentional? “I’ve never thought about my character in the book, but this is the third version, and one of the earlier ones had to be re-written because I’d done the journalistic thing so much that the characters didn’t come across. I did, though, want my authorial voice to be strong. I didn’t think about it being me, but I did very much want it to be as if this was true…that you might pick the book up and for the first couple of chapters think you’d missed the story in the papers. Docudrama. As if I’d been asked to write the story.”

   There are, says Burgess, two media sources for the book: one is the 1959 black and white French movie Eyes Without a Face, directed by Georges Franju, and the other a Gabriel Garcia Marquez book called Chronicle of a Death Foretold. “It’s genius, really, and it led me slightly astray as I also wanted to do Sara’s Face as he did it, the whole story told in one day. But it didn’t really work because there was too much to tell, too many flashbacks; although that’s where the journalistic idea came from.” 

   Burgess himself actually trained as a journalist, for a very short period. “After leaving school I did a brief six month stint on a training course in Cardiff. My dad had filled out the application without my knowing and I blagged my way through the interview, did the course and then left. I wasn’t taking life very seriously then, but I left because I wanted to write books, which I did. I wrote my first one when I was 19.” Burgess then had to wait another sixteen years before he would see any of his work in print as it wasn’t until 1989 that Andersen Press published Cry of the Wolf – a book, like all his others, which is still available.

   And what of the future? Burgess is, he says, at work on his next project. “It’s a slightly odd thing, again…I have had quite a colourful past, and I started writing a novel based on that, but then I thought, if I’m going to do it, I may as well write it as it is. So and I’m doing my teenage autobiography – ages 13 to 21. The only trouble is, I feel I’m using my next twenty years of material up!” 

