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INTERESTING TIMES:  

ART SCHOOL  

By Andrew Maben  

 

Memory is still a misted night journey: soft, 
unshaped forms loom and fade, with 
occasional bright oases of light. The first 
week: a time of excitement, a time of 
uncertainly finding our bearings, tentative 
friendships. Names do remain, almost but 
not necessarily in their order of appearance. 
First, certainly, were Barbara and 
Margaretta. Barbara a slim red-head, 
ethereal and earthy and Margaretta her 
friend a voluptuous blonde with a slight 
resemblance to Dusty Springfield ð a 
resemblance that cost me some 
embarrassment the day I shouted, òGood 
morning, Dusty!ó Everyone in earshot 
heard òbustyó, which she most assuredly 
was, but I would never have had the 

temerity, nor the ill -manners, to have 
launched such an epithet at a dear friend so 
publiclyé I do remember that Barbara and 
Margaretta invited me to join them to see 
John Mayall at the Hastings Pier on the 
Friday evening of that first week, but donõt 
ask me how we got there, or anything about 
the show, still less how we got home. I 
suppose someone had a car. 

I was also befriended early by Bob, a rather 
scruffy, almost furtive figure who seem ed 
to always wear a long overcoat and a 
French beret, giving him a distinctly beatnik 
air, that contrasted with the mostly 
fashionable looks of the rest of us. Rave 
magazine had decreed that summer that the 
nationõs art schools had become the latest 
forefront of youthful fashions. I think it was 
a role that we were all conscious of in an 
amused kind of way, but as budding artists 
we were, surely, much more concerned 
with establishing each our own unique 
individuality, to be projected primarily in 
our art for sure, but also through our 
projected personas. None would have 
admitted that our carefully assembled 
wardrobes were as much masks to hide 
ourselves behind as they were costumes to 
express our true natures, but surely it was 
so. 

There were also others I remember fondly. 
Peter, red-haired, sweet natured and a 
dedicated fan of Bob Dylan, he suffered 
from a wretched stammer, and his 
girlfriend Lillian, a soft -spoken, ethereal 
beauty who might have stepped from a 
Rossetti painting, who was soon to be 
surprised to discover that not everybody 



constantly heard voices in their heads. 
Jenny, a beatnik chick, with long black hair, 
dark eye makeup and pale lipstick, she 
dressed always in black and drove a hearse. 
Meredith, known as Pip, who lived with her 
mother in a cottage in the woods outside 
Brighton, and her friend Linda from 
Hastings. Grenville with his ancient Austin 
Seven, and air of an eccentric curate. Chris 
from Uckfield, whose friendsõ band often 
played at our dances. Tina and Sally the 
Mods. Annie, who I nicknamed òNogginó. 
Judith. Beautiful bespectacled Helene, 
breaking free of the restraints of a Catholic 
upbringing. Stella, troubled daughter of a 
conservative Methodist  minister. There 
were many others whose faces have become 
blurred and whose names are now lost to 
meé 

The two year pre-diploma curriculum for 
which we had all enrolled had at its 
center Basic Design, a Bauhaus derived 
course that covered exactly what the name 
implied, and also included life drawing, 
principles of color and form, painting, 
sculpture, ceramics, printing. We were also 
granted a discretionary class or two. for 
reasons that seem more than a bit obscure to 
me now I chose fashion drawing. In an odd 
way it would prove to be one of the most 
fateful decisions I have ever made, as it was 
in this class that I first came to know Tina 
and Sally. Tina was a devastatingly 
attractive honey blonde, the very 
personification of the swinging sixties in her 
minis  and Biba blouses. Sally fell in her 
shadow, a far more hesitant mod, shy, 
almost mousy. They would whisper to each 
other as we sat across the wide drafting 
table, whisper and cast sudden glances my 
way. As a little time went by, Sallyõs 
whispers became loud enough for me to 
make out, after numerous hearings, an 
unintelligible incantation: òAy guy lay guv 
ay gan dray goo!ó While my desires were 
firmly directed at Tina, I think I have had 

some small suspicion that Sallyõs glances 
were prompted by something m ore than a 
curiosity naturally aroused by the fact that I 
was the only boy in the class, something 
more than simple amusement. But I was far 
too naive and far too shy to take any serious 
notice. And besides: Tinaé What a fool. 

We first year students were more than a 
little in awe of the second year, who in turn 
regarded us with a certain condescension. It 
was the fine artists, I remember in particular 
Paul, an accomplished painter, and the 
sculptor brothers Hamish and Phelan, who 
owned the greatest cachet, though there 
was a graphic designer who went by Binky 
who also had a measure of cool. 
Impressionable young fool that I was, I 
allowed myself to fall under the thrall of the 
fine art mystique ð weõll hear more about 
that lateré 

As I suppose is the way of people 
everywhere thrown together by 
circumstance, we formed into small groups 
whose membership was not by any means 
rigidly fixed. After my years of isolation 
and solitude it was a liberation to be 
accepted, even warmly welcomed by my 
new peers. Iõve already mentioned Barbara 
and Margaretta, and Bob. Tina and Sally 
were inseparable and only peripherally a 
part of our little band, which also included 
Peter and Lillian. Also often with us were 
Annie, Helene and Judith, who soon 
became Bobõs girlfriend, Stella, Noggin, 
Jenny. 

At lunch time virtually the entire school 
would walk down the hill into town, as 
there was no cafeteria at the school. It was 
on one of these lunch-time walks that I 
passed Tina and Sally and a couple of other 
girls. 

òAndrew!ó I stopped and joined them. 

òSay ôpruneõ,ó said Sally. 



òPrune,ó I said. They all laughed. 

òNot at all,ó someone said. 

òNot at all what?ó 

Nobody answered, though again they 
giggled 

òPrune,ó said Tina, her lips forming a 
delectable moue. 

òSee,ó said Sally. But I didnõt. 

I grinned, but I was embarrassed and 
hurried to catch up with Barbara and 
Margaretta. 

It was only later that Sally explained, òYou 
can tell how sensuous someone is by their 
lips when they say ôpruneõ.ó I added lip-
pursing to my little repertoire of facial 
exercises, that already consisted of pushing 
up the right side of my upper lip to try to 
achieve an Elvis sneer, and alternately 
holding one eye closed to learn to wink.  

The most popular lunch destinations were a 
little caff outside the station that served 
cheap food and strong tea, or ffinchõs coffee 
bar. ffinchõs was also frequented by the girls 
from the cookery school, who tended to be 
the very attractive flowers of the English 
middle class (although, in retrospect, they 
may not have been the brightest, or perhaps 
their mothers simply deemed cookery a 
better bet than university in terms of 
òmarriageabilityó), so naturally it was a big 
draw for the boys.  

At the end of the day a group of us would 
usually end up at ffinchõs, which had a 
jukebox and dance floor in the basement, or 
the Continental, which was cheaper and 
popular with the townõs Mods. As it was 
favored by Tina and Sally, Iõd often be 
there, too. 

Then there were Friday nights. A mob of us 
would converge on a pub and drink 
determinedly until closing  time. My usual 
approach would be to start the evening with 
a vodka in a pint of bitter, which would 
usually wipe out my funds, Iõd drink for the 
rest of the evening by winning pint -
downing bets ð I could pour a pint of beer 
down my throat in no time flat.  When the 
pubs closed a group would convene in 
someoneõs flat for hours of conversation 
and argument, fixing the worldõs problems 
and looking at politics, philosophy, and of 
course art. 

As it happened I missed what was the only 
Friday night seminar that ha s stuck in my 
memory. That is probably exactly because I 
was not there, and hence heard of the 
proceedings whilst sober. It appears that on 
that particular evening the subject had 
turned to the question of what might be the 
point of existence. After vigoro us debate it 
was concluded that there is no earthly point 
to anything. So if thereõs no point in 
anything, there is no point in doing 
anything. At which point it was agreed that 
nothing would be exactly what they would 
do. For long moments the group sat in 
motionless silence. Until, muttering òI have 
to take a pissó, one of them got up and left 
to take care of his pressing needé This has 
always struck me as the most, perhaps the 
only, cogent answer to the question of lifeõs 
meaning. Take that as you will.  

Spirituality and mysticism were another 
area that we discussed at length. There was 
a teaching assistant, Geoff, who introduced 
me to Ouspensky and Gurdjieff. I dutifully 
read In Search of the Miraculous, but honestly 
could not find much substance to it, beyond 
a remark by Gurdjieff to a group of seekers 
that a peasant toiling in his field was closer 
to enlightenment than any of them could 
ever hope to be. 



All these questions were very real and 
important to me then, and still are today. I 
was still utterly d isillusioned by the 
hypocrisy of the church and people who 
called themselves òChristiansó, my quest 
for some kind of salvation or redemption 
had turned naturally enough to the realm of 
politics. My slide to the left continued. My 
initial attraction to the Labour Party, based 
as it was on my brief reading of Marx, 
began to turn towards communism. But 
who could ignore the realities of Soviet 
Russia? Aside from the fact that they were 
pointing missiles at the UK that might 
arrive on any given day with a mere f our 
minutesõ warning, there was the whole 
problem of authoritarianism and the 
subjection of the individual to the state, a 
subjection or even subjugation that after 
close to fifty years showed no sign of 
relaxing its grip. So much for the state 
òwithering awayó. But I was still in love 
with the leftist vision of a world based on 
brotherhood and cooperation, as contrasted 
with the vicious dog -eat-dog competition of 
rampant capitalism. Extending the principle 
that had set me on this path in the first 
place, and in spite of the destructive antics 
of the anarchists on the CND march, I 
decided that as Anarchism was universally 
reviled at every point on the political 
spectrum, and by now I was repulsed by 
every point on that spectrum, it started to 
look like the m ost humane political 
philosophy. It caused a bit of a scene at the 
dinner table one night when the parents 
brought it up. They were of course appalled 
at the direction my thoughts were taking 
me. For my part, I was simply outraged that 
they seemed to believe they had the right to 
read my notebook. It was probably during 
this discussion that I was faced with the 
ludicrous question, òYouõre so intelligent, 
why are you so stupid?ó 

As you can see perhaps, what was 
concerning me was the relation of the 

individua l to society, the establishment of 
some kind of societal structure that could be 
built on cooperation, promote brotherhood, 
while simultaneously protecting the 
autonomy and freedom of the individual. 
No one, I think, has, no one, I think, can 
provide a ful ly satisfactory answer to the 
dilemmas of this question, but I did think 
then, and still do, that thinkers like 
Proudhon, Bakunin and Kropotkin were 
closest to the right direction. Violent 
revolution, though, as far as I can see, is 
always guaranteed to fail to bring about any 
kind of change for the better ð how can 
anyone possibly imagine that violence can 
be used to end violence, that killing will 
introduce universal brotherhood? òThou 
shalt not killó is surely the wisest 
commandment of all, and I dreamed , and 
continue to dream, of a world in which each 
human being might have taken that 
commandment fully to heart. Surely this is 
the only basis from which to build any 
society worth living in, any political 
philosophy worth living by?  

The school arranged a trip to London to see 
a major Marcel Duchamp retrospective at 
the Tate. You may imagine that one result of 
the intersection of my aesthetic and political 
views was a strong appreciation for the 
Dada movement. In anticipation of the visit 
I conceived the idea of pissing into the 
Fountain. Alas, in the end I didnõt have the 
courage to actually follow through on my 
planned Dadaist gesture, once in the gallery 
I lost my nerve, intimidated by the 
sacrosanct air of the place. Perhaps my plan 
was not an entirely or iginal idea, 
nevertheless it was not until 1993 that Pierre 
Pinoncelli urinated into the piece while it 
was on display in Nimes, or 2000 that Yuan 
Chai and Jian Jun Xi urinated on the 
Fountain at the Tate Modern. Perhaps I will 
enlarge more on my thoughts on Dada and 
Conceptual Art later in my story.  



One evening in November, as Bob and I 
were walking to a pub, he pulled out a joint 
and once again offered it to me. Well, 
actually òofferedó is something of an 
understatement. It had been in the second 
week of term when he first suggested I 
might like to try smoking hash. I had 
recoiled in horror.  

òBut it leads straight to heroin!ó 

òNo, not at all,ó laughing. 

òStill. I donõt think soé But do you know 
where to ged LSD?ó 

Over the ensuing weeks he had kept up a 
steady low -key urging, and to my eyes he 
certainly didnõt seem to be suffering any ill 
effects from his vice. His work was strong, 
he was a fine draughtsman and he certainly 
showed no signs of sliding into heroin 
addiction. Indeed there was a guy in the 
town who hung around the fringes of the 
art school crowd who was known as Junkie 
John, and Bob evinced considerable disdain 
at Johnõs taste in drugs, which ranged from 
heroin, on the rare occasions when he could 
obtain it, to bizarre procedures involving 
Vickõs Inhalers. 

My first encounter with Junky John had 
been one afternoon on the High Street. I 
was walking home from the Cont when I 
heard footsteps running up behind me. A 
scruffy and disheveled figure overtook me 
and turned to face me. Wild eyes, long, 
dirty  and uncombed hair, a green sweater 
with many holes and loose strands of wool, 
a nondescript corduroy jacket and jeans. 

òHey, man. Do you want to be the singer in 
my band?ó 

òUm. No, I donõt think so. For one thing I 
canõt sing.ó 

òThat doesnõt matter, man. You look so 
cool. Youõd be great!ó 

òNo, really. Thanks. No.ó 

Eventually he gave up and wandered off. 
While itõs clear to me that no enterprise 
featuring Junky John as a prominent 
member had, as they say, a snowballõs 
chance, I do sometimes wonder when I look 
back what turns my life might have taken 
had I chosen to take up his offeré 

But backward-looking òwhat ifsó are a 
particularly fatuous waste of mental energy. 
The past is unchanging and unchangeable. 
Our memories of that past may be mutable, 
we may even have profound differences of 
recollection, but the past remains past and 
whatever coincidence of memory we may 
negotiate a semblance of agreement on is 
history. And god knows, holding on to 
history and, more to the point, dealing with 
its consequences? I donõt know about you, 
but thatõs work enough for me, even though 
I did promise myself ð or is it because I 
promised myself? ð that I would make my 
own decisions and accept the consequences 
and the responsibility without regret. Iõd 
like to think that I have, on the whole, 
managed to live up to that promise. As the 
story unfolds, please, feel free to judge for 
yourself. But keep your condemnations to 
yourself. Some of those decisions have been 
spectacularly ill -judged, and some of those 
consequences have been equally 
spectacularly painful. Sometimes the 
painful consequence has been utterly out of 
proportion to tha t action from which it 
proceeded, sometimes it may have seemed 
to be poetic justice. In either case I have 
tried to accept both the pain and the 
responsibility to live with it, so I really donõt 
need you, or anyone else, climbing onto 
some high horse and sneering, thank you. 
And anyway, the worst pains, the deepest 
unhappinesses that I have found myself 



living through have not been, as best Iõm 
able to judge, a direct consequence of any 
decision of mine. Iõll try to remember to 
come back to this point from time to time as 
we proceed. 

But for now: Bob had just offered me a 
jointé 

òOh, OK,ó I said and took it. 

òYou donõt smoke cigarettes, so inhale 
gently or youõll be coughing.ó 

So I inhaled gently. But deeply. As I 
breathed out, a mild warm euphoria 
enveloped me. 

òDo you feel anything?ó 

òOh yes!ó I laughed softly, not the clich®d 
hilarity that no doubt you may have been 
expecting, simply an easy expression of 
well -being. 

So. A pot-smoker. Like so many other lost 
children of the sixties, looking for ways to 
change the world. Subjectively this seemed 
to be as interesting a direction to try as any 
other. There was an idea going around that 
somehow, as if by magic, we could change 
the world simply through sheer force of 
imagination. To be honest, I still hold to th at 
notion, I just donõt think we had the 
numbers. It was easy to be seduced by the 
idea that we were an unstoppable force. We 
children were the subject of unending 
discussions, articles, television reports, so 
that there was a suggestion that we who 
imagin ed ourselves at the forefront of a new 
movement were far more numerous and far 
more engaged, far more committed than 
was in fact the case. There would be some 
rude awakenings to come but for now the 
world seemed suffused with a haze of hope, 
a haze strongly scented with marijuana and 
hashish smokeé 

I donõt remember anything else of that 
evening, but the darkness of the alley, a fire 
escape and basement railings are still crystal 
clear. 

Not to short -change the schoolõs academic 
offerings, but the social activities are what 
remain in memory ð and they are certainly 
more interesting to recall. Somehow I ended 
up on the committee for the Christmas 
dance, along with Margaretta and a couple 
of others. At the first planning meeting Mr. 
Finch, the principal, suggested as the theme 
òPre-Raphaelite Vapidityó, it didnõt seem 
particularly inspiring to me, nor I think to 
the others on the committee, but as he 
seemed to be so caught up in the idea we all 
agreed, with at least a polite pretense of 
enthusiasm. It was not so much any 
antipathy for the Pre -Raphaelite aesthetic, 
which was in fact, along with Art Nouveau, 
the Arts and Crafts movement, Arthur 
Rackham, and Blake, very much in vogue at 
the time. No it was òvapidityó that rankled. 
I think we all saw it as a barb aimed far 
more at us than at Rossetti and company. 
Nevertheless, òPre-Raphaelite Vapidityó it 
was to be. 

For me the most pressing problem was to 
find a companion for the evening. My yen 
for Tina was going absolutely nowhere. I 
was reluctant, rightly as it woul d turn out 
later, to jeopardize my friendship with 
Margaretta and Barbara by approaching 
Barbara. I was, in a word, completely 
clueless where girls were concerned. 
Looking back, I have the impression that 
several girls at the school were òinterestedó 
in me, but I certainly failed at the time to 
notice any signs. Permit me a small sigh for 
little Nogginé 

One afternoon at ffinchõs there was a lovely 
blonde sitting with a cookery cohort a few 
tables away. Naturally I was far too shy to 
approach her in the coffee bar, but 



somehow when she left on her own I found 
myself running after her. I caught up with 
her on the other side of Gildredge Road. 

òExcuse me.ó 

She turned and smiled. òYes?ó 

òUm.ó Long pause. Her quizzical smile. 
Then in a rush, òI was wondering if youõd 
like to go to the Art School dance with me?ó 

òIõd love to!ó 

I was thunderstruck at her easy 
acquiescence, that she actually seemed 
flattered. Her name was Leonie, Leo for 
short. So she gave me her number, 
apologized for having to rush off and left 
me standing there with an idiot grin on my 
face. 

The dance turned out to be a big success. 
Music was provided by Chris from 
Uckfieldõs friends. The girls almost all had 
embraced the theme and wore flowing, 
diaphanous dresses, the boys all as 
dandified as they could manage. I wore a 
white raw cotton Nehru jacket, purchased 
on a special trip to Carnaby Street, with a 
pair of cricket trousers retailored as bell -
bottoms, a white shirt and a tasseled white 
silk scarf filched from Mumõs drawer. 
Margaretta won first prize in the costume 
contest for her fabulous Queen of the May 
outfit. H er prize was a bit of a 
disappointment, though: The Troggs LP, 
not a band that carried much cachet in this 
crowd.  

Leo and I spent some time together over the 
next few weeks. She had a car, a Triumph 
Herald, so we would meet in the afternoon 
after school at ffinchõs and then weõd head 
out on the Brighton Road to Beachy Head. 
Walking close to the cliffõs edge, sheõd 
invariably want to show me the latest judo 
throw sheõd learned. 

òAttack me!ó 

òéó 

òNo, really. Attack me!ó 

So Iõd lunge at her. Yes, really, after the first 
occasion finding myself airborne, glimpsing 
the distant rocks and lighthouse between 
my legs, before landing ignominiously at 
her feet, all the breath knocked out of my 
lung s, yes, really, I would launch myself at 
her in a fury that was only partly feigned. I 
never laid a finger on her. I think it was 
looking up, flat on my back, that I first 
noticed her feline smile, sharing a secret 
with herself. Then she reached down with a 
full smile, inviting now, and helped me to 
my feet before turning away to light a 
cigarette, which I soon learned was her 
prelude to a kiss. And I learned too that the 
only corrective to the ashtray taste of a 
smokerõs tongue is to take a drag on the 
cigarette. Thus began, I suppose, a forty 
year nicotine habit. Weak? Oh yes, Iõll plead 
to that. 

God knows what the hell exactly I thought 
might come of this relationship, such as it 
was. Iõm sure I hoped to have sex with 
Leonie, but she was apparently intent on 
being a good girl, with me at least, so that 
never got past some very tentative breast 
fondling. And of course we were teenagers 
so, inevitably, come springtime she was 
ready for a changeé 

There was a party in Hastings. She told me 
she would see me there. I arrived early and 
found myself a beer. It was not long before 
Leo showed up. She was not alone. She was 
with an airy Donovan wannabe named 
Noel. When they noticed me they very 
deliberately stopped to embrace. I am 
inclined to believe that moments lik e that 
are the reasons humankind persists in 
warfare. I was angry, shamed, insulted, 
affronted. You get the picture. I suppose we 



all deal with this, well or badly, once or 
often. Not a good feeling. I left the room, 
found an almost full bottle of gin. In 
another, empty, room I sat down in the 
corner on the floor. I set about draining the 
bottle. 

I was doing yeoman work, and had 
consumed more than half the bottle when 
Pipõs friend, Linda, found me. If I had not 
been so completely gin-addled I would 
have been surprised at the gentle concern in 
her voice. 

òAre you alright, Andrew?ó Manifestly I 
was far from alright, but it was nice of her 
to ask. I mumbled some kind of 
unintelligible reply.  

òCome on,ó she said, òletõs go for a walk.ó 
She took my hand, helped me to my feet. I 
stood unsteadily and leaned on Lindaõs 
shoulder as she led me into the back 
garden, down the garden path to a gate that 
led into a wooded park. Shortly the path 
crossed a small bridge over a trickle of 
water that may perhaps have been called a 
brook. As I sat down on the railing, Linda 
knelt before me. She gently, with her finger 
tips, stroked the inside of my thigh in little 
circles. Music from the party reached us 
through the woods. Slowly her circles grew 
wider, and on the upward stroke h er fingers 
grew ever closer to my groin. 
Inexperienced, you may perhaps say 
foolish, even stupid, as her hand brushed, 
oh so softly, up the fly of my Leviõs, I pulled 
her to her feet and held her against me and 
we kissed. As we clasped each other in this, 
to me astonishing and unanticipated, 
embrace, I heard a noise, voices. I opened 
my eyes and looking over Lindaõs shoulder 
saw two policemen coming down the path 
towards us. I broke off the kiss as they 
reached us. 

òHave you seen anyone on the path?ó 

òNo. But we have not been here long.ó 

Something about a runaway child.  

òYou two should run along now. Go back 
inside.ó 

But no sooner were we back at the party 
than there came a knocking at the door. 
More coppers. Perhaps they were looking 
for the missing child,  perhaps they had 
been called because of the noise, whatever 
their reasons for being there, they made 
short work of shutting it down.  

Most of us adjourned to a club to resume 
the revelry. Drunk, as they say, as a lord, 
my recollections of that part of the evening 
are all but lost in the fog, though I do recall 
dancing with Linda to the Spencer Davis 
Groupõs Gimme Some Lovinõ ð yes she 
seemed to have set her sights unwaveringly 
and soon enough she wouldé 

The bar closed. Honestly I do not know how 
this managed to happen but somehow there 
I was getting out of a car with an eager 
Linda clinging to my arm, a key in my 
hand. Someone, heaven knows who, or still 
less why, had apparently lent us a flat for 
the night. Rain had begun to fall. We ran up 
the outside stairs of a wooden building, a 
converted barn or stable, and I managed to 
fumble the key into the lock to open the 
door. 

We found ourselves in a lovely tapestry -
hung and dimly -lit room beside a double 
bed covered with a huge fur rug. Once 
inside Linda wrapped me in her arms and 
kissed me, long and deep. We fumbled with 
each otherõs clothes and crawled together 
under the bedcovers, embracing, touching, 
kissing, caressingé Outside, the storm 
grew more intense. Clumsy and 
inexperienced as I was, and drunk as we 
both were, itõs astonishing that our passion 
was successfully consummated. 



Nevertheless somehow, between instinct 
and Lindaõs subtle guidance, we managed. I 
donõt know, maybe you wonõt believe this, 
but if you think about it you may realize 
that itõs just too ridiculously biblical for me 
to have dared invent it: as I was engulfed in 
the ecstasy and exultation of orgasm, a 
blinding white light pierced my closed eyes, 
a deafening crash followed almost 
simultaneously and the building shook. I 
fell back beside Linda, awed, amazed, 
gratefulé perhaps a little embarrassedé to 
fall asleep with my hand on her breasté 

(I have recently been informed that Iõm very 
lucky, and as I think back on that night Iõm 
forced to admit that it is so ð no doubt you 
will have the same thought at many 
junctures as my story unfolds).  

Now, by some measures, I was at last a 
mané What a crass, callow, insensitive oaf 
I have been, so many too many timesé On 
Monday morning at school I was talking 
before class with a few of my friends ð 
apparently Iõm so ashamed that I have 
forgotten who exactly ð about the weekend. 
I told them about losing Leo.  

òBut then Linda seduced me!ó I said, with 
what I suppose was meant to be a 
sophisticated chuckle, but more likely came 
out as a prurient snigger. One of my friends 
shifted his glance to look over my shoulder. 
I turned to follow his gaze. Linda was 
standing two feet behind me. I met her eyes 
as what an instant earlier had been an eager 
smile crumpled into shame and 
disappointment and she turned and fled. I n 
all my life I do believe I have never set out 
to hurt a lover, this was simply the first of 
far too many times when I have managed to 
do so anyway, from stupi dity, ignorance,  
insensitivity, embarrassmenté 

òInsensitivityó! Hah! This from someone 
who has already confessed to having been 

labeled òtoo sensitiveó. For the rest of my 
time at Eastbourne, Linda and I avoided 
each other. To my shame, I never made any 
attempt to talk to her, to apologize, to 
explainé 

Oh well. I was actually going to classes, 
though an alarming trend of teachers 
refusing to allow me into their classrooms 
began with ceramics. As well as catering to 
real students, as we liked to think of 
ourselves, the school also offered vocational 
courses that found eager enrollees from 
Eastbourneõs vast population of elderly 
people, whose artistic efforts we were 
pleased to regard with snotty cynical sneers 
ð the arrogance of youth, untempered by 
experienceé One night late in the winter 
term a kiln firing was lost; ashtrays, mugs, 
crude figures of gnomes and woodland 
creatures painstakingly squeezed into shape 
by geriatric fingers shattered. The suspicion 
arose that a hollow clay ball, perhaps 
several, had been placed in the kiln by a 
person or persons unknown. We had been 
warned at the first lesson that the presence 
of air bubbles in the clay could have 
disastrous results, the expansion of the air 
at the high temperatures within the kiln 
causing devastating explosions. For some 
reason the accusatory finger was pointed at 
my chest and I found myself w ith a few 
extra hours of free study time each week. 
Next I somehow managed to offend the 
sensibilities of the sculpture teacher. There 
was metal sculpture, there was wood, and 
there was clay and plaster. I had no feel at 
all for clay, and my efforts at mak ing a bust 
from life were, let us say, disappointing. At 
best. But it was a wooden piece that first 
provoked outrage.  

Unsurprisingly, given the heavy emphasis 
on Bauhaus principles, I was deeply 
impressed by the work of Arp and Brancusi, 
so when we were given the task of creating 
a wooden sculpture based on our clay busts 



that was the road I tried to follow. 
Enthralled by the elegance of a modelõs 
neck I attempted an abstraction: a central 
form, curving upwards wing -like and 
tapering to a point, from which projected 
two other alar forms, yoke shaped and 
curving backwards. My intent was to 
suggest, subtly, the proud tilt of a chin. 
There was an unfortunate gulf between the 
imagined work, smooth and finished, and 
the crudely cut and poorly finished 
actuality.  

In front of the whole class my work was 
lambasted, not only for the crude 
craftsmanship but also for daring to attempt 
such an abstract form ð something far more 
figurative was required, it seems. My 
offered explanation of what I had wanted to 
achieve fell on deaf ears. I was offended in 
my turn. Perhaps my defense became a little 
vehement. However it may be, I was asked 
never to return.  

Metal-working was something different, 
though my efforts here were equally 
fruitless. We were asked to create, over the 
Easter holiday, something on the theme of 
òSpringó. Whatever form it might take, a 
recent incident had convinced me that it 
should not involve welding. There was a 
second year student whose vocation was 
sculpture. He was both talented and skilled. 
He had beautiful glossy black hair that 
hung almost to his waist. As he bent over to 
make an awkward weld his hair must have 
fallen into the jet of flame, for suddenly the 
class was interrupted by a terrible shout. I 
looked up to see his head engulfed in a halo 
of bright yellow -orange flame that lasted 
only brief seconds, but when the flames 
went out all his beautiful hair was gone. 
Alright, no welding for me, I was 
assiduously growing my own hair, and had 
no interest at all in losing it. So: òSpringóé 

I took three lengths of steel rod and bent 
each into a spiral. Each spiral had a 
different inclination, based on some arcane 
formula that is lost to me now, while they 
all curved around the same imaginary 
cylinder. I set the three spirals in a square 
concrete base, then painted them 
fluorescent green. Once again there was an 
inconvenient gap between intent and 
achievement, and once again my effort was 
met with withering scorn. My protestations 
that it was intended as serious work, that 
the formulae I had used to calculate the 
spirals had deep meaning, that the spirals 
were intended to hint at the DNA helix, that 
their upward sweep symbolized growth, 
that green is the color of Springõs 
rejuvenating trees and grass, that the spirals 
were a visual pun on the prescribed theme, 
all this fell on deaf ears. Apparently what I 
had done was a personal affront to the 
teacher and demonstrated an inexcusable 
attack on the institution itself. Ouch. And I 
thought it was kind of cool. More free study 
timeé 

Not all my endeavors were quite  so ill -
received. I managed rather well in Basic 
Design and my skills as a draughtsman 
were developing, albeit slowly. Nor was I a 
complete failure at lettering, where the 
teacherõs idol, perhaps even obsession, was 
Ben Shahn (who was also, I suspect, an 
influence on whoever created the logo for 
the Yardbirds). The encouragement to allow 
ourselves to escape the rigidities of formal 
typography was liberating.  

And of course, fashion drawing. I made 
certain to maintain standards high enough 
to remain in the class, if for no other reason 
than to continue to moon over Tina.  And 
so, one Monday morning I was witness to 
an extraordinary, wonderful, almost 
alchemical transformation. When I had seen 
Sally walking to her bus the previous Friday 
she had been her usual self, far from 



unattractive certainly, but a little drab, a bit 
nondescript. But when she walked into the 
classroom that Monday she was radiant, her 
eyes shone, her skin seemed to glow, where 
her posture had been hesitant, closed-off, 
now she stood tall and confident, a beauty, 
the duckling become a swan. I was 
transfixed. I think perhaps at that moment I 
fell in love, though the realization grew 
only slowly over the course of the summer. 
And fool that I am, I was distracted by Tina, 
and also held back for fear of rejection. 

I was not the only one to have noticed the 
change. Girls whispered, boys stared. It 
emerged that she had gone to a party on 
Saturday with Roger, a local boy, a bit of a 
lad and a prominent face on the local scene. 
They had left together and by all accounts 
had spent the night together, too. Of course 
now all those chants of òAy guy lay guv ay 
gan dray goo!ó returned to haunt me. How 
had Roger seen this beauty, brought it 
forth? How had I not? So began a strange, 
disjointed pavane that twi ned through the 
next several years. 

As well as my doomed sculptural project, I 
had spent a good deal of time during the 
Easter holiday sketching the old folk in their 
deck-chairs and on the benches of the 
promenade. By now I had completely 
abandoned the compromise of industrial 
design, having fallen completely under the 
spell of Fine Artõs prestige and mystique. I 
had rather looked forward to the silkscreen 
class that took place in the summer term, 
and was pleased with my sketches for the 
print I planned to  make. The design was a 
satirical pastiche of British travel posters of 
an earlier age: at the top and the bottom 
were to be friezes based on my sketches of 
old fogies, beneath the top frieze òCOME 
TO EASTBOURNEó, then a stylization of 
Eastbourneõs skyline looking out over the 
Channel which I intended to be echoed by a 
similar view of the townõs large cemetery, 

followed by òAND DIE IN THE SUNó. For 
some reason this provoked still another 
teacherõs ire. 

òYou canõt do thisó, she told me. òYouõre 
imitating Paul.ó Paul being second year 
painter whose work admired, and who may 
have influenced my design in some subtle 
way, but òimitatingó? I didnõt think so, and 
said as much. So now we came to the true 
cause of her anger. 

òIt will offend people. The trustees will be 
outraged.ó This seemed to me, if anything, 
an excellent reason to proceed with the 
project, and I was outraged myself at this 
censorship. 

òYouõre not here to tell me what to print,ó I 
told her, òbut how to print.ó 

That, as you may imagine, did not go over 
well.  

òIf you are going to take that attitude, you 
can leave the class. Now. And donõt come 
back.ó 

Hey ho, more free study hoursé 



COME DAYLIGHT SAVING TIME  

 

By Kenneth Rains Shiffrin  

 

 

 

My skin turned tight  

Drums of despair pound in my chest  

In a revolting rhythm so out of sync  

The meter brushes madness against symbols of change.  

 

Stained by indelible darkness  

Hope struggles for place in the aching solitude  

Of that last hour  

Before the dauntless dawn  

 

Faithfully waiting in prayer  

For light to rise.  
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THE GROTESQUE BODY  
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Gary F. woke to find a grotesque body in 
his bed.  The skin was pallid like sweating 
cheese and there were little dark hairs 
sprouted out all over it like a pigõs bristles.  
Two pasty legs stretched out to the end of 
the bed, a soft white belly that made him 
think of a maggot hogged the centre, and 
everything gently quivered with ugly 
wheezing breaths.  The body smelled of old 
meat and it glistened with an unpleasant 
sheen of oily perspiration.      
 
He looked at it in disgust and tried to 
establish how such a body had come to be 
in his bed.  Moreover, he puzzled over how 
such repugnant form could even exist.  

Perhaps it had been created in a secret 
government laboratory and placed there 
whilst he was away as an evil experiment? 
Was it possible that he could have climbed 
into bed and fallen asleep without noticing 
it there, he thought? Or maybe his work 
colleagues had somehow gained entrance to 
his apartment to play a prank upon him 
with this repugnant marionette that they 
had found somewhere?  There was no 
simple explanation to the fact that he had 
awoken to find a truly horrible body lying 
in his bed. 
 
Gary F. had returned yesterday evening 
from his annual trip to Dorset.  It was a trip 
he had made every summer since moving 
north, originally to see his parents, but since 
their deaths, it had become a pilgrimage of 
uncertain purpose. Although he had not 
lived in Dorset for decades it always felt to 
him as though he were coming home and 
he enjoyed the sense of belonging no matter 
how misplaced it might be.   
 
In Dorset he would visit the coast, wander 
through dense woods, and climb hills to 
admire the views of rolling downs and 
winding vales. Travelling down in his car 
he would always feel a certain anxiety; he 
would worry about bumping into old 
classmates or teachers, and he would worry 
about chance encounters with family 
members that he chose to never visit, but 
once there, and with his groceries 
purchased, cocooned by the countryside, he 
would feel calmed by a feeling of sanctity 
that was magnified by the preceding 
tension like a stay of execution.   



This last trip however had not been 
completely without incident as he had taken 
a fall on the last day of his holiday whilst 
making the walk back to Portland  Bill 
where he had left his car.  He had been 
ascending a gently inclining rock face, as, 
with the tide coming in, it was too 
treacherous to continue walking by the sea.  
Here he had lost his footing and fallen 
backwards, tumbling over several jutting 
boulders of Portland stone before finally 
come to rest upon Chesil Beachõs shingle 
with the sun drilling into his eyes.   
 
He must have knocked himself out for 
when he came to he did so from a peculiarly 
intense dream in which he swayed wildly, 
unable to feel the ground beneath his feet 
and his arms both floated around him like 
disembodied limbs.  In the dream he drifted 
into the sea like a wraith and floated until 
all proprioception had vanished and he was 
not floating in the sea, he was the sea itself.  
He had given his head quite a knock as his 
body spilled downwards and was dazed at 
first as his dream dissipated, but the pain 
was soon forgotten and the lump on his 
temple was swiftly ignored when, as he got 
cautiously to his feet, he had spotted a 
perfect hagstone amidst the pebbles.  
 
Hagstoneõs bring good luck and Gary F. 
was always on the lookout for them when 
he walked along Dorsetõs beaches.  His 
parents had had one hung on a nail outside 
the family home but it had been stolen 
when they had died as the property had 
been left unattended for most of the year 
until it was sold.  He wasnõt sure that it had 
ever brought good luck upon the household 
but the horrors that might have befallen 
him or his family had it not been there were 
proof enough for Gary F. and he had 
wanted a hagstone of his own ever since.   
 
Now, with his hagstone in his pocket, he 
returned to his car feeling content and more 

than a little light headed.  Every so often he 
took his stone and admired its silver flecked 
grey sheen and the red vein running around 
the circumference at each end, then he 
would hold it upwards to allow the sun to 
shine through the hole in the centre until 
the light made his sore head throb.  Could it 
be that as he had been admiring his find his 
workmates had been breaking his locks, 
entering his apartment, and hauling a body 
across his hall and to hide it in his bed? 
 

 
 
More important than how the body got 
there, was how Gary F. could get the body 
out of his bed and out of his sight, it was 
making him feel sick.  To his further horror, 
as he sought to roll the body out over the 
edge of the mattress, its corpse-like arms 
began to rise, and when he stopped 
thinking about trying to shift the body, the 
arms flopped back like two packs of rolled 
sausage meat.   
 



Although th e form lay in his bed he knew 
that it was most definitely not his.  
Although it did enter his mind that perhaps 
somehow he was within it, as if his 
consciousness had gone astray and returned 
to the wrong home like a cat wanting to be 
fed and not caring who  does the feeding.  
His mind was certainly capable of 
wandering, as was anyoneõs, but to his 
knowledge it had never roamed from his 
body before and then returned to inhabit a 
different body, and even if such a thing 
were to happen, surely his mind would 
choose a less odious soma to inhabit.   
 

 
 
Gary F. knew that his own body may have 
compared unfavourably to some of his 
colleagues who went to the gym after work 
or the clerk in Accounts who ran 
marathons, it still made no sense that his 
mind would choose t his disgusting lump of 
pulsing flesh instead of his own body, 
wherever it might now be.  None the less, as 

irrational as it seemed to him, he eventually 
concluded that his mind had indeed 
somehow transferred itself into the 
grotesque body that was laid in his bed like 
an effigy.   
 
Gary F. considered that if he were to return 
himself to his rightful vessel then he would 
of course need to find his body first.  He 
was quite sure he had been in his body 
when he was in Dorset, he had felt his head 
smack against the rocks and he had held the 
hagstone in his own hand.  It was his body 
that had climbed into his car at Portland Bill 
and made the drive home.  He was sure of 
this because he had seen himself in the rear 
view mirror and studied the bump on his 
temple, and he would surely have noticed if 
it had not been his hands upon the steering 
wheel.  Perhaps my body is still in the car, 
thought Gary F. 
 
He concentrated upon sitting the body up at 
the edge of the bed and, focussing intensely 
on each limb at a time, he then managed to 
get the body into a standing position.  
Studying the legs and visualising each 
movement he was able to walk to his 
wardrobe, and by observing his arms and 
hands he was able to select clothes and put 
them on.  The process took a long time but 
his clothes fit the body well enough.  
Noticing that the body looked much less 
offensive clothed he decided that he would 
be able to walk out to his car parked in the 
street without drawing attention to himself 
and so he worked his way outside. 
 
Gary F. was not surprised to find that his 
body was not in the car.  He managed to get 
the body into the driving seat and here he 
sat thinking for a moment.  Perhaps, he 
contemplated, his colleagues had in fact 
played their prank as he slept and after 
swapping the bodies they had taken his 
own body into work to surprise him when 
he arrived.  With this in mind he started 



driving to work, carefully switching his 
attention between the road ahead, his hands 
on the wheel, and his feet on the pedals. 
As he finished parking in the office car park 
Gary F. noticed the hagstone was on the 
dashboard, he concentrated on his left hand 
and reached for it, and then he pushed it 
into pocket.  He walked from his car and 
began to prepare himself for the jeers he 
would certain ly receive from the other staff 
in his office when he found himself faced 
with his body sat motionless at his desk. 
 
òNice body,ó they would laugh, pointing at 
the hideous form he entered the office in. 
 
òGary F. went on holiday and all he brought 
us back was a repulsive body,ó some witty 
clerk in accounts would shout across the 
desks to hysterical laughter from the others. 
 
As he walked in the receptionist lifted her 
head briefly then returned to staring at her 
computer screen without acknowledging 
him.  
 
òGood morning,ó said Gary F. 
 
òMorning,ó she replied without looking up 
again. 
 
Curious, thought Gary F. at her lack of 
repugnance, and walked across the office 
floor to his desk. He was impressed with his 
colleagues planning for there were no 
smirks and no wisecracks; the whole office 
was clearly in on the joke and they didnõt 
want it to end.  But to his disappointment 
his body was not in his chair waiting for 
him.  
 
òGood morning,ó said Gary F. to Patrick 
from Personnel who sat opposite him 
frowning, engros sed in his work.  
 
òOverslept?ó Patrick replied. 

 
 
òNo,ó said Gary F., but Patrick had returned 
to his work, uninterested in any tale Gary F. 
might have to tell.  
 
Nobody asked about his holiday and there 
were no comments on the fact he had 
returned to work  in a wretched body that 
surely ought to have repulsed anybody that 
set eyes upon it.  He felt as though his mind 
were a meat hook with a putrid carcass 
hanging from it.  
 
He was indeed late for work and he noticed 
that Phoevi who sat beside him was taking 
a break already.  She was reading a book 
and Gary F. wondered what it was because 
the back of her battered paperback book 
depicted some squid-like creature crawling 
from the sea with a body even more 
abhorrent than his own.  It had ghastly 
green feelers dripping in slime and lurid 
viscous droplets oozing from its bulbous 
head. 



It occurred to Gary F. that if he were able to 
occupy the body that he had found in his 
bed and brought in to work then it seemed 
plausible that other bodies might also prove 
to be available vessels.  Just as he had to 
study his own body to make it respond, he 
began to study Phoeviõs and soon enough 
he found he was able to reach out with her 
right hand to turn the page.  Her petite 
body felt less of a burden and her slender 
limbs mov ed without requiring such 
concentration, but the relief was brief for the 
feeling of not belonging in a body other 
than his own could not be shaken.  Gary F. 
found that with Phoeviõs eyes he could read 
the words upon the page of her book and he 
was curious to read of the creature whose 
body was far more terrible than anything he 
thought imaginable.  
 

éyielded simultaneous pictures of an 
octopus, a dragon, and a human caricature.... A 
pulpy, tentacled head surmounted a grotesque 
scaly body with rudimentary wings.   
 
The words began to blur on the page and he 
began to feel uncomfortable again, as if all 
the air in the room were rushing towards 
him.  He found that if he didnõt concentrate 
on his head then it kept falling forward as if 
it were too heavy for Phoeviõs slim neck.  
He noticed that Patrick was staring but it 
had been a running joke in the office that he 
fancied Phoevi so at first Gary F. ignored 
him and continued to struggle on with his 
reading in the hope that his vision would 
focus again. 
 

éwith an octopus-like head whose face 
was a mass of feelers, a scaly, rubbery-looking 
body. 
 
Patrick was still staring and his attention 
seemed to be very much focussed upon 
Phoeviõs chest.  This might have been a 
perfectly ordinary occurrence except the 
look of dismay that Patrick bore suggested 

otherwise.  Gary F. looked down and 
noticed something wriggling beneath 
Phoeviõs cotton blouse between her breasts.  
Her head was beginning to feel increasingly 
heavy to him and his vision began to blur 
even more now as if he were under water.  
He reached her hand up and pulled her top 
out so he could look down inside.  For some 
moments he could make little out, but then 
he noticed a viscous tentacle writhing 
around and probing for an escape from the 
constraints of her clothing.   
 

 
 
With the eyes of his colleagues burning into 
him and gravity closing in like a coffin lid, 
he felt a desperate panic rising and an 
urgent need to get away; not a desire to 
leave the office for some fresh air, but to 
depart from corporality altogether and drift 
in the cold seas he had left behind in Dorset.  
 
Just as he had willed himself into Phoeviõs 
body, he now willed himself into the space 



above her and, as if Phoeviõs body were a 
vacuum and the plug had been pulled, he 
felt hi mself gushing outwards and speeding 
towards freedom.  Gary F. reeled at the 
magnitude of his new self and the 
bombardment of sensation; he felt a leaf on 
an office plant unfurl, the heat of the 
computer processors, he heard a flea 
scratching in the carpet, and he sensed 
perspiration bubbles swelling in the armpits 
of Gareth from Marketing.  Somewhere a 
toilet flushed, somewhere else a monitor 
blinked off into energy safe mode. He felt 
the last whistle of air gush from the lungs of 
the body he had arrived at  work with as it 
slumped forwards dead.  He heard the 
hagstone drop to the floor from the bodyõs 
pocket.   
 
A first -aider had rushed over to Phoevi and 
screamed at the numerous tentacles that 
had now erupted from her chest like a 
mottled green anemone. He felt the light 
refract from her glistening, bulbous and 
cephalous head.  He heard the breath rasp 
in her flooded lungs, he felt the magnetic 
fields shift as workers rose from their chairs.  
The physical world swarmed around him 
like hornets stinging him wi th omniscience.  
He heard pigeons scratching on the roof, he 
saw mites shuffling in keyboard dust, he 
smelled a discreet fart and an exhalation of 
coffee breathe swirled around him until it 
all became too much process.  
 
His own weightlessness became weighted 
with awareness; his thoughts flailed and 
eddied, without organs to differentiate 
between perceptions the world was 
becoming a soup of useless details and he 
bloated within it like a stale crouton.  Time 
became arbitrary; the dead body slumped in 
his chair was dragged away by panicking 
managers as a cacophony of screams and 
fearful sobbing soundtracked Phoevi who 
was now writhing cephalopodic on the 
floor.  

He had to escape this suffocating freedom 
from form and so with his last ounce of 
concentration Gary F. summoned himself 
into the hagstone that lay upon the floor just 
beyond Phoeviõs tangle of slithering 
tendrils.   
 
Immediately the world began to ebb 
luxuriously away from him, leaving only 
the fading prickle of coarse carpet beneath 
him and the wanin g, gentle warmth from 
the strip light above; and so salvation came 
to him in the form of a stony prison.  Gary 
F.õs rapture was a cold stenosis and he 
basked in the death of sensibility.  It felt like 
coming home. 
 
His last awareness of the world was the 
clammy fingers of Patrick followed by the 
warmth of a trouser pocket.  



SOMA 
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UNIVERSITY OF STRANGERS  
 

AN EXCERPT 
 

By Bob Pfeifer  
 
 

University of Strangers is a mix of fact and 

fiction written as oral history. It blends the 

real-life murder trial of Amanda Knox in 

Perugia, Italy with a fantasy grouping of 

celebrity artists known as the Strangers 

pursuing truth and corruption. The story  is 

told from the point of view of various 

characters. In the excerpts below we hear 

from three of the novelõs many disparate 

voices. 

 

THE STORY OF THE EGG  

 

Prisoner One Eye, who has one eye and 

sometimes covers it up -- Ed. 

 

I thought these guys were punks.  Iõve 

known Chief Dennis for like since Spain or 

someplace middle east, been all over, 20 

years, more, 30, not long after I got out of 

Nam. 

 

The Chief was thinking about making a 

move.  Like he was sick of them, Brank and 

Juan, but I called him, on that.  I told Chief 

what I saw.  It was like almost lockdown, no 

it was at night, lights out, and, thereõs 

Branko in the little kitchen we have. Not 

kitchen what do you call it, shit, closet.  Itõs 

got a thing to wash dishes, a toaster for 

bread cause you donõt get pop tarts, a sink, 

microwave, thatõs it.   

 

So Brankoõs there toasting. I see him like . . . 

with a loaf.  And heõs cracking eggs. Never 

saw that. Fresh eggs. We donõt get eggs, like 

when we get eggs, we get powder they 

make the eggs from. Nothingõs real here.  So 

heõs just cracking the shells.  It sounded so 

beautiful.  So heõs got the eggs in the shells 

but heõs with them in the open. I think heõs 

stupid.  I said hey. And he didnõt jump, just 

asked, said something back, you know, like 

hey or whatõs up doc, so he doesnõt care 

who, if a guard, me, I mean, I see nothing; 

heõs poaching eggs in the micro, thatõs not 

gonna be a problem if he does get seen.   

 

I say to him Branko I thought you were a 

motherfucking pussy wimp, but I see you 

got the juice like who the fuck are you, and, 

he just says, One Eye you want some eggs. 

Didnõt look. I coulda smacked him and 

taken the eggs. Heõs like Iõll share but not 

like heõs juice just like he doesnõt care, a nice 

guy.  So I say fuck no thanks because I 

know thatõs power.  More power than that 

Mexican Juan packs.   

 

I mean anybody can kick Brankoõs ass on 

our floor, anybody.  But nobodyõs got eggs. 

So I told the Chief you stupid Kraut donõt 

go there.  I can only stall him. But it tells 

him: Iõm not down. You know, so he canõt 

fuck me saying where were you, and, get 

weird on me because he like will.  

 

Man has eggs in prison fuck me.   

 

 



  

DANI  

 

Dani is an attractive girl in her 20õs and 

works in the Los Angeles sex industry --- 

Ed.    

 

I knew Vivian for a few years. We slept 

together every once in a while; nothing 

serious, just like when we felt like it. I ran 

into her and Branko at a club. I was a mess.  

I just had an abortion. I was with a client 

and the condom broke. I got pregnant. By 

the time I found out it was actually 11 

weeks.  And Iõm . . . Iõm not on birth control 

basically because it affects me really badly. 

And um so I know itõs so stupid of me to be 

like that, I should have figured something 

out. I should have gone out and gotten that 

stupid fucking pill. I donõt know what I was 

thinking cuz you know thereõs the morning 

after pill you can go out and get it. But I 

fucking spent the money on heroin.  

 

I got the money and it was like this weird 

chain of events. And I kept thinkin g I gotta 

go get that pill. I gotta get that pill. And I 

kept spending the money on shit. So stupid. 

 

Anyway I started feeling sick almost 

immediately after. You know like a week 

after. And I knew in my gut that I was. I 

knew but I was in denial . . . Because thereõs 

been times in my life when I thought I was 

pregnant and have gotten so psyched out in 

my head that I started having physical 

reactions. Started getting morning sickness, 

missing my period just from my mind 

convincing myself I was.  And then it would 

turn out I wasnõt. I just kept thinking Iõm 

freaking myself out.   

 

But it turned out I was and I just fell apart. I 

lost it.  I didnõt know what to do.  Iõd had a 

miscarriage and an abortion already, so if 

there was any way I could have this kid I 

was going to have it. So I started 

researching: what can you possibly do if 

youõre a heroin junkie and youõre pregnant. 

What can you do? So I went to Planned 

Parenthood and had a meeting with the 

people. Basically what it boils down to is 

what you have to do is either stay on a low 

dose of heroin and then the babyõs born 

addicted to junk and they get the baby onto 

methadone, or you get onto methadone and 

the babyõs born addicted to methadone. But 

thatõs worse because methadone is harder to 

get off of than junk for the baby so itõs better 

to stay on the junk. Thatõs what theyõre 

telling me. So I knew I couldnõt have a baby 

addicted to heroin. Thatõs just sick and 

wrong.  

 

I donõt know why I wanted the kid.  I donõt 

necessarily think abortion is immoral. I 

think itõs a good thing itõs there for people 

and everything, but I know how bad it 

fucked me up before. Iõm not even a 

religious person but I donõt know I just 

didnõt want to do it. But it just came down 

to the fact that it was sick and wrong to do 

it. So I had the abortion.  

 

And thatõs what I was telling Vivian and 

Branko that night. And the reason it took so 

long for me to get the abortion is because I 

was having all these financial difficulties 

because I couldnõt work. There was just 

something. I couldnõt work and be 

pregnant.  It was just so wrong to me even 

though I was like, OK, Iõm not keeping this 

kid  but I cannot be a pregnant person out 



  

working. Itõs just . . . it was too yuck you 

know.  

 

I was telling them I was broke.  And I donõt 

know why but Branko offered to lend me 

some money except heõs a nice guy and felt 

sorry for me. But I said ôNo way.õ I have this 

thing about owing anybody.  Viv got mad at 

me for that.  Maybe she got mad at him too.  

Sheõs so obsessive. She thought I was 

manipulating Branko like he didnõt come 

from our world and he fell for my sob story.  

But I wasnõt using him like a sucker. I was 

fucked up and just telling them both what 

happened that week. But Viv thinks women 

can manipulate guys to do anything 

because theyõre stupid and think with their 

dicks. Sheõs probably right about their dicks 

but I donõt know about being so stupid, I 

mean they have more money. So she got 

pissed saying I was manipulating her 

boyfriend.  

 

They fought all the time anyways.  

   

I donõt know. I kind of blame myself for 

some of their problems. She was cheating 

on him with me a little. And then she found 

my number like on a matchbook or 

something at his house. That night I slipped 

him my number, put it in his coat pocket. 

He never called me.  But she went off on us 

saying that it was his kid. That he and I 

were doing all this shit behind her back like 

we knew each other, which was totally 

crazy. I just met him that night.  Iõm not 

sure if it was a game or she was really that 

insecure. But itõs usually the person doing 

all the accusing whoõs guilty, isnõt it? 

 

Branko and I never had sex.  We never had 

anythin g between us but her. 

 

A few months later, he broke up with her.  

He couldnõt take her accusing him of stuff 

all the time.  She went nuts when he did 

that. 

 

I just laughed, like òyou deserve it you 

fucking bitch,ó but we still hooked up 

sometimes.   

 

But who knew she was that nuts?  I never 

imagined how far she would go to get back 

at him.   

 

ROME TAXI  

 

Branko P, one of the lead Strangers -- Ed. 

 

Sitting in the emergency room in Italy was 

strange. We couldnõt really understand 

much of what they were saying.  I guess 

Juan could understand more than me, given 

that heõs Latino. Some of the words make 

sense. But still I donõt think he gets much. It 

goes by so fast. 

 

The driver of the other taxi, a thin guy in his 

twenties, sat across from us, staring at the 

floor. Juan and I werenõt hurt, just a few 

bruises. Both cars were mangled. We 

wanted to leave, but were told we had to 

stay for X-rays. Our driver was in 

examination. Juan was done. I was next. 

Juan nursed some coffee. I wanted to sleep. 

The hospital took my want to sleep as a sign 

that I might be hurt.  

 

I thought, we should be tired. It was two in 

the morning. Itõs been three hours since the 



  

accident. The nurse warned me not to sleep. 

The doctor told Juan the same thing. 

 

We were wet and cold. Thatõs why we had 

blankets over us. That was nice of them to 

give us covers. I figured it meant we 

werenõt going to be arrested. 

 

We landed from L.A. via Madrid yesterday. 

Took a bus into Rome proper to get 

something to eat. That was all great. Found 

a cheap local place that served great pasta 

and mediocre wine. We didnõt drink, so that 

part wasnõt a problem. Walked around a 

little to see the sights. As it got later, we 

thought it best to just catch a cab to the train 

station. We wanted to catch the evening 

train to Perugia. 

 

We had a little trouble with the cab driver. 

He didnõt work his English much and we 

didnõt know Italian. I said to Juan I thought 

he was high or something. And Juan said he 

thought so too. I wondered if it wasnõt me 

or us jet laggedñmaybe our judgment was 

off. He said no, that wasnõt it, this guy was 

fucked up.  

 

Thatõs when it hit me, and I said it to Juan, 

òThis guy is going to get us killed.ó We 

have no control over that, Branko, itõs in the 

hands of God. Juan said it just like that. I 

looked at him like, what is he talking about, 

and told him something about our having a 

choice and we can get out of the taxi right 

now. Nothingõs stopping us. 

 

The guy looked to be nodding at the wheel. 

We tried to switch cabs, but the other 

cabbies in the line refused to take us. He 

was next in line. Thatõs how it worked. We 

got back in. So much for our having a 

choice. We pulled a map out and pointed to 

the train station.  

 

òOkay, okay,ó he said. òAlright, heõs got it,ó 

I thought. In the maze of streets, we had no 

idea where he was going, but fifteen 

minutes into the ride, he pulls over and gets 

out. We look at him like, what are you 

doing now? 

 

òOne minute, okay?ó He just says 

something like no worry, no pay. He gets 

out next to a park. Heõs yelling something at 

some street hooker. Another one comes by 

and pokes her head in the taxi window. 

Sheõs so close I can smell her perfume. And 

we make signs like, no, we arenõt interested. 

 

The cabbie pushes her away from the door. 

She half-heartedly swings her purse at him.  

He makes a fist like heõs going to slug her, 

but heõs really not going to and everyone 

knows heõs not. Heõs talking to the first girl, 

who finally opens up a little black 

pocketbook and hands him something, not 

money. He shoves it in his jacket pocket and 

gets back in the cab. 

 

òOkay, we go now,ó he tells us, looking in 

the rearview mirror. Heõs not all there. 

 

We drive a few more blocks and he stops at 

a bar. Double parks. Cars honk. He flips 

them off and walks in waving back to us 

òOne minuto, eh? No problemaó finger in 

the air. I donõt bother calling him on the 

meter. 

 

It starts to rain. 

 



  

Whatõs this guy doing? No doubt something 

having to do with whatever he got off the 

hooker. One minute turns into fifteen and 

we get out of the cab and walk. 

 

We turn the first corner, so he doesnõt 

happen to come out and chase us down. 

Screw him. 

 

Itõs pouring now, and all the cabs are full or 

not stopping. Itõs raining too hard to tell. 

Our bags are getting heavy, but we make it 

to a hotel. Thereõs a line of cabs out front 

and we get in oneñluggage, us, everything 

wet in the backseat. This driver speaks 

English. 

 

òTrain station,ó I tell him. òOkay, good. 

American? What kind of the music you 

like?ó òRock.ó òOkay.ó He flips stations. 

And some Italian rock music comes on that 

sounds like Sixties movie music. The guitar 

sounds like bad Dick Dale. The drums go 

bahñbah bahñbah. One and two, one and 

two, all the way Iõm waiting for Goldie 

Hawn to pop in wearing an itsy -bitsy 

teenie-weenie Polka Dot bikini like weõre on 

Laugh-In with Sergio Leone and a rock 

polka band. 

 

Weõre moving. Finally. Start and stop. 

Honks.  

 

Intersections jammed. Noise. Raindrops 

loud on our car.  

 

Weõre wet. My bags are on my lap. I can 

barely see out the front. Juanõs wiping the 

water off his shaved head with a tee-shirt 

from his knapsack. 

 

òIt be to train forty-five minutes. Okay for 

you?ó  

 

òYes okay.ó We have about an hour and a 

half to make it, so weõre okay. Juan sits 

upright, eyes closed. I put my knapsack 

against my window and close my eyes. Jet 

lag hitting. I wake up. Weõre stopped in an 

intersection. A second later our taxi gets hit 

from behind. Maybe itõs the other way 

around. Maybe we get hit and then I wake 

up. But I think I wake up first. The luggage 

on my lap blocks my going forward. Look 

over: Juanõs okay. The driverõs out the door 

yelling. We get out. The car behind us is 

smashed up, steam coming out of the hood. 

The passenger, a woman, went through the 

windshield. Blood. Rain coming down. Juan 

and I become observers. We almost fade 

away. Maybe Iõm in shock. The cop 

directing traffic is there in a second. Heõs 

pissed off and on his mobile. We hear sirens 

in another two or three. They pull her out. 

Ambulance. She looks familiar. I tell Juan 

sheõs the girl on the street. He asks me what 

girl Iõm talking about, and I say the hooker 

who gave the stuff to the cab driver by the 

park. He says he remembers, but Iõm 

wrong. Itõs the one who came up to our 

window and took a swing at him with her 

purse. Heõs right and says, òSheõs messed 

up, manó. The other driver, the first one 

who crashed into the back of our cab, comes 

up to us and starts yelling. He spits at us. 

Juan puts his fists up, like letõs go. He used 

to box for the Mexican national teamñ

lightweight. Our driver runs over and gets 

in the guyõs face. The cops break it up. 

 

They put the girl on a stretcher and rush her 

into an ambulance. I have no idea if thereõs 



  

any hope for her. It looks bad. Blood makes 

things look bad, but blood doesnõt always 

mean it is bad. It just means itõs not good. 

 

òOh, shit.ó I just put it all together.  

 

òYes, this is shit, Branko.ó  

 

òNo. I mean the guy who hit us is the first 

cab driver. The one we left.ó  

 

òMotherfucker. He want to fight. Branko, I 

kick his ass.ó 

 

I knew it, I think.  

 

The police cuff the first cabbie, uncovering 

the track marks on his arm to show us 

whatõs up. Druggie. They tell us the girl is 

dead and take him away. Our cab driver 

gives him the finger and shrugs his 

shoulders. Our driver, being help ful, asks if 

he can call us a ride, probably angling for a 

tip, but still itõs nice of him. 

 

I look over the train schedule. No way weõll 

make the next one now, and there isnõt 

another for four hours. Ask the cops how 

far the train station is. Theyõre helpful. We 

just donõt understand their answer. The rain 

stopped. We decide to walk. Everything is 

wet. Puddles to avoid in the dark. We know 

weõre going to feel lousy on the train to 

Perugia. 

 

When you donõt sleep you dread the sun 

coming up. No shops, restaurants. 

Nothingõs open. Just keep walking. 
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THE COSTA RICA EIGHT MILE  
 

BOOK TWO: HARRISBURG NOCTURNITIS  
 

CHAPTER 9: GUANTANAMO ON THE SUSQUEHANNA  
 

By Gene Gregorits  
 
Izabela and I returned to Baltimore in 

silence, and all remained silent for a couple 

of days, until it dawned on me that I had no 

driver for the U -Haul. I coughed up the 

requisite apologies, and prepared a large 

dinner of T -bone steaks with a 1.5 liter 

bottle of Concha Y Toroõs bottom rung 

Cabernet, which had been a big hit with me 

that week. We went on walks through the 

Northeast Baltimore ghettos at night, all 

warm beer and humidity and decay, and I 

bare-knuckled her to several climaxes 

underneath my alwa ys-open sidewalk 

transom windows. It took about an hour to 

load the truck, and with the bobcat now 

docile from fear, perched stiff and trembling 

on my lap, Izabela gloating furiously, 

showing off her relative prowess in 

maneuvering the behemoth through tra ffic 

or between gas pumps, a promise to leave 

alcohol alone, and Fleetwood Mac once 

again on the radio, I was so happy to be 

leaving Baltimore I could have wept. 

Hitting a plastic pint of Popov 

surreptitiously with corn chip breath 

chasers during the 90 minute drive to 

Harrisburg, I made a point not to think 

about our destination.  

 

Between my Harrisburg of 1996, and my 

Harrisburg of now, in the ugly mid -winter 

of 2009, there had been so many cities that 

Iõd lost track of them all. And today, 

rumbling and r olling and slamming about 

behind me in the 12 foot U-Haul was a large 

assemblage of mostly scavenged items from 

Detroit and Baltimore curbside trash piles. 

In that 13 year interim, all Iõd managed to 

hold onto was my dead Hungarian 

grandmotherõs writing desk, and a bare 

aluminum spatula.  These items first came 

to me in the fall of 1995, when my marriage 

to a 15 year old high school student 

dissolved and I went flailing into 

bachelorhood, via the homosexual nightlife 

of downtown Harrisburg (I worked both 

the Harrisburg hospital emergency room 

and the YMCA front desk graveyard shift). I 

spiraled into degradation and anger via a 

disintegrating rear -efficiency apartment, 

2nd floor, on 2nd Street, 2nd and Forster to 

be exact, where I could not make it a block 

at the age of 18 without cat calls and 

exhortations from boisterous old queens, 

and every night at the hospital, gunshot 

victims, and every night at the Y, all manner 

of scum-ridden misconduct, from teenage 

boys to women to dope deals to gay orgies, 

and I took the money, I took small bribes 

and large bribes, I kept my head down and 

said nothing. I took in as much as an extra 

hundred every week. Sometimes, I used the 

cash to send roses to my ex-wife. I had to 

stop sending the flowers when I was visited 

by a city police officer with a restraining 

order. A week after that, from a mean-

spirited lawyer, came a decree-of-divorce. 

òGene Gregorits, defendant. Jamie Riley, 

plaintiff.ó I knew I would never see her 

again.  



  

In 1996, I never slept. The hospital was 

infested with spiders, large wolf spiders, 

hairy, fat, fast-moving spiders in nests the 

size of big-screen Sony Trinitrons, which I 

ruptured with broom handles. At night, I 

smoked cigarettes and drank coffee and 

beer and did chin ups on the sandstone 

door frames of the YMCAõs gothic and 

spectral lobby, which would fill up with 

early morning river mist and the electric 

hum of its security system. Ruined men 

visited me there, and I saw my future in 

their ruddy complexions and romantic 

homosexual yearnings and gay prostitution 

and crack pipes. In the morning, I went to 

the hospital and killed a few thousand 

spiders. Police would rap on the plexiglass 

windows of the security booth, in which I 

would doze, they would slam the grid iron 

at the YMCA, in which I would doze also, 

and they would rap the plexiglass at the 

hospital with their flashlights, and they 

would bark like dogs, and they made 

remarks about me to my face, and they 

would threaten to have me fired. The police 

would use obscenities and racial epithets, 

and I would be taken to interrogation rooms 

and coerced, I would be harangued and 

browbeaten by the police, inches from a 

suspect, a shooting, or drug death, or a 

statutory rape, and I would point my finger 

at him, and I would say, òYeah, heõs the 

one,ó and then they would arrest him.  

 

In 1996, I never slept. Morning would come 

slowly, and walking home from work, the 

great yellow sun would burn through me, I 

would be acidic from coffee and insomnia, I 

would be true -yellow, wired like fuck, and I 

would go home an d read my mail beside 

the filter top litter box in my large, old, and 

mostly empty kitchen. The women who saw 

my classified ads in small magazines and 

wrote me letters were the only women in 

my life; they sent me dirty panties and 

collage artwork. I read t heir letters, and 

coasted from one fixation to the next. My 

letters were full of bile and angst and 

invariably frightened the women away.   

 

I ate out of boredom, YMCA vending 

machine chow, Oscar Meyer, and coughed 

everything back up, pure acid. I sat by the 

river and started taking blades to myself at 

night. Razors, sometimes. Sometimes, steak 

knives. Sometimes, broken beer bottles. It 

was too soon for me to see how my wife 

had been unfit for me, and how I was unfit 

for anyone. I was too close to it, and I 

simply screamed for her to come back. I 

didnõt stop screaming for a year, and then I 

was a fully formed death dwarf, badly 

scarred from head to foot, and then I took 

my act on the road: New York City. In New 

York, I could not hold my liquor and was 

always available for a freak show. I lusted 

after anything in a skirt and desperation 

fairly poured from me like diesel exhaust. It 

would fill up a room in seconds. But in the 

trouble I caused, I found proof of my 

existence. It was the chaotic inverse of 

Harrisb urg, that sprawling ghetto that 

permanently depressed steel town on the 

river.  

 

I fantasized about a post-nuclear 

Harrisburg. I romanticized my invisibility 

there among all of those vagrants, and the 

daytime business people who flooded the 

restaurants duri ng lunchtime. It was as if I 

had been secreted away there by a powerful 

force, or forces, that my squalid teenage 

purgatorio would bleed further and further 

out, into my 20s, or my 30s. I thought of my 

life as a sacred mistake: the Church of the 

Abandoned Christ. There was so much I 



  

didnõt know, vast worlds I had not touched 

and did not expect to ever touch in the 

future. Completely un -socialized and 

uneducated, I could not do anything 

normally, or even at all. I could not file tax 

returns, or drive a car, or ask out a woman, 

or drink in a bar. I could not go on vacation 

or cook or write or play a guitar or dance. I 

took refuge in books from my youth, òblack 

novelsó like Naked Lunch and Journey to the 

End of the Night. Iõd kept the stereo from my 

marriage, and listened to rockõnõroll at 

night, drinking malt liquor, submerged in 

that kind of rural, lower class teenage 

misery that finds solace in moronic punk 

records and splatter films. None of my 

friends were literate, and I was consistently 

arrogant and snide to anyone my own age, 

aching for a conversation about William 

Burroughs or existentialism, about Marlon 

Brando or Charles Manson or the Sex 

Pistols, conversations that were out if my 

reach and which I subconsciously knew I 

wasnõt equipped to sustain anyway. I also 

knew that other men my age were driving 

cars, and having relationships, and talking 

about books. They did not go to movies 

alone, thinking about the Church of the 

Abandoned Christ and how this American 

city or that American city was somehow 

charged with Satanic energy. They did not 

ride the Greyhound buses alone, while 

writing letters to strangers from classified 

ads, theorizing about the cityõs provocation 

of an infernal masochism that would in time 

blossom as romantic genius. But I did these 

thi ngs. These things were keeping me alive, 

steaming in me, slow but steady, dragging 

me from one day to the next. I paid my 

electric bills on time with post office money 

orders, did my grocery shopping in the 

suburbs with my father during weekends or 

evenings, and cursed the river while 

haunting back alleys at night. I felt the 

sharp sting of remorse for what I had put 

my parents through, and was unable to say 

very much to them. No one knew what to 

say to anyone. Sometimes, I would call my 

mother late at nigh t, drunk on high gravity 

malt liquor, and she would ask who was 

buying me alcohol.  

 

The major streets of Harrisburg ran straight 

north and south, parallel to the river. There 

were multi -lane streets, and the speeding 

yuppies in their sports cars seemed to use 

them as racetracks: Front Street, Second 

Street, Third Street. With its many small 

valleys and steep hillsides and stone-arch 

bridges, and the river of course, you might 

picture a small-scale Pittsburgh. But 

Pittsburg is a friendly town. In Harrisburg,  

after 5 oõclock, the attractive young women 

who worked in the office buildings would 

flee back to the suburbs. It became a ghost 

town. Thatõs when the rats began creeping 

out. Sad, ghoulish, East Coast squalor. Petty 

filth. Casual dying. The walking dead,  

informing with their deaths all of the 

mausoleum whispers the YMCA was 

haunted with at night, and strangers 

picking up the signals I shot out, all intent 

and all doubt spilling from my pores. I see 

myself walking from the hospital to the Y, 

the river and cars roaring past, gay men 

lurking in doorways, and a procession of 

cars, cruising like bored piranhas, following 

the pulse of the homosexual kingdom, that 

pulse which, if traced back in a trail of 

cough syrup haze, or by the pervert vibe, 

using the compass of some sick fuckõs 

cocaine erection, would lead to the heart of 

this desolate, brutal town.  

  

Harrisburg 1994: I lived uptown, with the 

Riley family, the only white family on the 



  

block. My wifeõs parents were 

dysfunctional, and she had been rebelling 

against them in her defiant meetings with 

me, on benches high atop the Susquehanna, 

riverside benches which caught the 

unsparing gales of wind, and turned our 

hands numb as we fumbled in each otherõs 

pants, both of us virgins, with rats rustling 

in the bushes and splashing in the January 

river below. 1994: future in -laws shrewdly 

contained the problem (because I would 

have stolen her from them otherwise): they 

made me part of the family. We were 

married at the edge of the world, the 

Uptown Shopping Center: a  crack-ravaged 

territory which seemed to be the only 

barrier between the city and some horrible 

infinite, an ectomorphic void where spectral 

homeless men raped other spectral 

homeless men, where crippled old freight 

trains stood abandoned; like a cosmic 

wi lderness that swirled angrily on the other 

side of China Wok Express, Jimmy the Hot 

Dog King, Beer World, Sav-A-Lot; and then, 

there, for us, the District Justice of the Peace, 

where WE were married and THEY were 

arraigned. Teenage sweethearts vs. ageless 

coke and dope mopes. It might have been 

romantic, but for Debbie and Bill, the in -

laws, who insisted upon bearing witness to 

our marriage and to whom my wife would 

always defer. We had no friends and our 

sex was abysmal. I worked as the dairy 

manager in an inner-city supermarket, 

eating up the profits and stealing with both 

hands. On my 2nd or 3rd day, I was on the 

grease-coated floor of aisle 6, stocking cans 

of Bartlett pears. A teenaged black girl 

approached me, and without a greeting, 

began her solicitation: òMAN, you wanna 

CAT?ó The black girl and I ducked the 

paranoid stare of our string bean 

supervisor, a balding middle -aged nebbish. 

We leapt from a loading dock into the back 

alley where we sprinted to her familyõs 

home, a cramped 2 bedroom apartment that 

smelled of wet Cheerios and urine, and I 

discovered him there, on a childõs bed, 

asleep: Hank. I fell in love with him on 

sight. He was adored and pampered by 

myself and the Riley family. Two years 

later, he would prowl the back alleys 

unsupervised, coming and going freely 

through a window by the fire escape. Hank 

sometimes disappeared for several days, 

and I came to rely on his instincts, for I was 

in over my head and indisposed with 

demons. It happened slowly, but a 

partnership was forged between the cat and 

I, and it was this that returned to me like a 

shot as Izabela took the last exit before the 

river, coasting off Route 81 into the city at 

10 PM. I saw that the hospital was gone, 

and a new one had been built. I saw my old 

apartment, the building n ow empty and 

condemned. I saw the YMCA, and the 

capital building, the newspaper plant, the 

cold London -like back alleys that always 

made me think of Jack the Ripper, and other 

places that I had turned into myth by then.  

 

In Jarretsville, Maryland, in a pasture 

behind a poorly kept farmhouse, Hank 

rested in an unmarked grave.  

 

I was home, and it couldnõt have made less 

sense. 



  



  

THE DEVIL WITHIN, SOMETHING OF A PRIMER  
 

By Danny Baker   

   
Between times of home and street I found 

my own ôtween period.  It ran several 

years.  Iõd have been gone for good by 15 

but for a flying mirror taking me out of 

Hollywood action for awhile and sending 

me back into the grips of my melting  core 

and the overwhelming ghouls which stoked 

the flame.  I was pounded and bent on the 

anvil of parents who should not have been.   

An adolescent Frankenstein, I was neither 

them nor me, but enough of both to just 

hateémyself more than all.  I knew no 

better; a monster attacking inward.  

  

Somewhere deep within my endo -being 

kicked a softer soul.  I lost him way too 

young.  My last recollection was of the boy, 

maybe five, standing above a toilet 

watching a fly come to his watery death.   I 

didnõt understand why he needed to die.  

Iõm not sure I do to this day.  I struggled for 

years to find patience with that kid.   

Apathyõs neutrality was the closest I could 

get.  I had other things taking my time, and 

breaking from soft larval form was at the top 

of the list .   

  

It remains a struggle.  Protest as I may, once 

I found my true strength from within the 

depths of my weakness, I again lost my 

strength.  The virtue and power of 

emotional honesty (the real meter of a manõs 

fortitude) often sits heavy as second to my 

natural (or nurtured) desire to throw a 

punch.  It was from within the pain 

wrought by human emo tions gone postal, 

not bruises, broken bones or stitches, where 

I found the physical, once and for all to be 

utterly unintimidating.   It wasnõt a short 

process however it was certain.    

  

There remain ever so many cracks not 

thrown that should have been; a result of 

those so stunting received in the four walls 

of a home that was anything but.   Each 

forsaken still haunts when Iõm most 

vulnerable, and in absolute refusal to ever 

feel one of the cowardõs thousand deaths 

again, Iõve since thrown a couple that 

needed not be thrown.  And it is there I 

come full circle, in that within those blows 

delivered in reaction not commensurate to 

the provocation, I see the man I despise 

most in fractured reflection and agonizing 

disapproval.    

 

That most important literal, physical 

retaliation for that suffered in the doctorõs 

house as a child did come however, and it 

came with well deserved, long overdue 

vengeance. 

  

I was withi n seconds of offing, straight out 

killing, the almighty Howard J. Baker, MD 

about ten years back or so.  Donõt be fooled 

by the MDéhe was an aggressive, nasty 

fuck from a quite middle class background 

in Clevelandéonly he had degrees.  He had 

come to visit my ex and me, then pushed 

the same wrong buttons over and over 

again.  And learned the fear of all things 

unholy as I rapped him, lifted him off the 

ground by his neck and in the death hold 

abyss of 30 years of his blackness releasing 



  

from my every pore,  squeezed him to 

within inches of his miserable narcissistic 

existence.   

  

My then wife was in bed with the flu and 

was left with nothing to think but that an 

intruder had entered and was in the process 

of killing both the old man and me.   She hit 

the panic alarm and saved his life as I 

snapped to.  My ultimate vindicationé 

òHow do you like what you created, 

motherfucker?  Cops, you say?  Get to the 

phoneéI dare you.  Sound familiar?  Iõll 

fucking kill you and leave you right where 

the fuck you stand.ó  It  was about as much 

fun for him as it had been for me, years 

before I had that capacity, for I was but a 

child.  

  

The wife had also hit 911.  They asked if she 

he had a gun and to the affirmative she 

answered.  òGood, go hide, weõre on our 

way.ó  I encountered her in the bedroom 

where I noted the live round on the floor, 

indicating she had jacked the slide to ensure 

the already stoked weapon had a loaded 

chamber.  She was quivering with the gun 

pointed at the ground, finger outside the 

trigger guard, as I had so taught her.  òGive 

me the gun, babyénobodyõs here.ó  From 

her trembling, petrified hand I removed the 

little Glock.  Well, they donõt take to 

returned calls of ôeverythingõs alrightõ, so 

the evening continued with AR -15õs leveled 

at us from two sides, a .45 up the middle.  

To follow, rhetoric shouted for the gods to 

hear, as only cops do, as if ten feet requires 

a megaphoneõs blareé 

 

òWhereõs the female with the gun???!!!ó   

 

She came out and the three of us stood 

cuffed on the driveway of my suburban OR 

home on a balmy summer eve in full view 

of all neighbors, out to see the unheard of 

commotion in their quiet little community.   

We all kept our mouths shut, but the ex 

who said (legitimately so) that she had 

mistakenly thought there was an intruder.   

The cops then searched the house, 

happened upon my weed, didnõt care, but 

took it when I most needed it and jokingly 

complained that I was (truly) better armed 

than they.    

  

Howard and I reconciled and went up and 

down for another several years, until ôweõ 

were no longer.  He died in 2007.  We had 

not spoken since 2004.   

  

I feel no politically correct remorse for not 

having reconciled while he was on his death 

bed.  My phone ringer worked.   How does 

one reconcile with the devil anyway.   Iõve 

since found room for that which we did 

have and not all was negative, but I regret 

only not taking care of my business with 

him sooner.  I became a better man 

thereafter, from the very day we stopped 

speaking for good. 

  

Thatõs a slice of the backdrop of family life 

in the Jewish doctorõs house.  Grandma 

should have had dreams for something 

other than a doctor in the family.   A human 

would have been nice.   

 

And mom?   I love mom, she just wasnõt 

prepped to deal with that a nimal and if 

giving me up meant an easier night, I was 

gonna get the rat end of the stické   



  

 



  

 

DEATH WISH CHAMELEON XI  

By Cricket Corleone  

Photos © Richard A. Meade  

In the light of day, everything seems 

different. For a few moments, when Dustin 

rolls over toward the hotel window, sun 

shining in over the whole of the room, a 

sudden thought creeps into her brain. 

òWhat am I doing here?ó 

The thought is quickly pushed from her 

mind as she feels it bringing a rising sense 

of panic. Her heart flutters and for a 

moment she needs to catch her breath. So 

the thought is buried deep into the back of 

her subconscious. The denial of anything 

being wrong seemed a much easier 

psychosis to deal with. òThis is not the time 

for regrouping or personal psycho 

analysis.ó She tells herself and quickly 

pushes up out of bed. A moment passes as 

Dustin is shaking the sleep from her hair. 

She turns toward the bed in realization that 

her little friend, i s gone. Maybe it was the 

full nightõs rest that cleared the crazy 

delusion of Gretaõs ghost from the room?  



  

 

Another moment of denial that seems to 

ease the cankerous feeling in her chest.  

But shaking off the panic seems to be a 

tough struggle this brigh t and chipper 

morning. So she decides it is best to blow 

off some steam. As if the stress is only 

coming from a buildup of excess energy. A 

quick round of masturbation in thought of 

one of her old lovers, a few pushups, 

jogging a little in place. Still, th e canker, 

now cancerous, is rising. 

She picks up her new gun, one in which she 

bought after her first session at the shooting 

range, from off the bedside table and gives 

it a tap. òTime to go a shootin.ó She smiles 

to herself. 

The bullet holes pierce through the target 

till the round runs dry. Now the faceless 

man on the target bears the burden of a 

huge gash through its head. As if the brain 

were to be at fault for all of Dustinõs 

anxieties. And like a trophy, Dustin packs 

the wasted paper figure into her bag, and 

decides to go another few rounds. Till her 

own brain gets the message. 

But this time, with each shot that flies 

toward its target, Dustinõs mind flashes 

toward the past. Like a crazy carousel, 

spinning wildly, the voice, òWhat am I 

doing here?ó The remembrance of Gretaõs 

ghost lying next to her the night before. 

Evalineõs thighs sitting next to her in the 

back of the cab. The whisper Dustin planted 

into Daneõs ear in her perfect exit from the 

cafe. Dustin begins to feel noxious from the 

thoughts. She places the gun down and 

grabs for something real to hold her up. A 

counter top. A window. Anything.  

A man approaches, òAre you alright 

maõam?ó 



  

 



  

 

Dustin is startled, òIõm fine.ó She pushes 

past the man and looks for an exit out of 

this place. The bus wonõt be fast enough to 

make her escape. She decides to call a cab 

instead. 

One quick stop to a liquor store, a pack of 

smokes, and a mad dash for the confines of 

her hotel room, Dustin closes the door and 

exhales. Downing five shots of tequila and 

lying on the bed, she turns her mind, once 

again, to that past lover, òChristopher...ó 

she says to the walls around her. And 

suddenly, he is there.  

Christopher lays his hands over Dustinõs 

thighs bringing them slo wly up and 

removing her clothing. He slides off her 

panties, and then begins fucking Dustin so 

hard, the fantasy could have broken from 

her mind and the neighbors would have 

made a complaint about the noise above.   

She came over and over again. The sheets 

below were soaked. And she still wanted 

more. òNo thoughts... just pleasure,ó she 

tells Christopher. He covers her mouth. òNo 

words,ó he says as he takes control. òYes...ó 

Dustin thinks to herself, as she imagines 

Christopherõs cock growing even larger, 

swelling up to a point of unnaturalness, 

something of physical impossibility. The 

amount of cum that he sprays on her and in 

her, is inhuman. Like the feeling she gets 

from masturbating under the bathtub spout. 

Filling up her insides with hot water, and 

when she stands, it pours out like a 

waterfall onto the porcelain, runs down her 

thighs like a river, and splashes to her 

painted toes. 

Dustin imagines both herself and 

Christopher, taking turns having their way 

with Evaline.  



  

 



  

 

She bites at the inner of her thighs. She licks 

at his cock as it moves in and out of 

Evaline... òEvery hole you can fuck her in...ó 

she says to Christopher, egging him on to 

dirty this beautiful and lonel y creature up. 

Licking his ass while he lets Evaline suck 

the cum from the tip of his cock into the 

back of her throat. So deep in those last 

drops, he plunges into her mouth, that she 

can feel it in her stomach. 

She imagines Dane joining in, and watching 

Christopher fuck him in his ass while Dane 

has his tongue plunged inside of her 

pussy... òI can FEEL it,ó she whispers to 

herself... òI am going to cum all over your 

tongue...ó she says as the feeling of another 

orgasm is slowly rising up...   

 

The telephone on the bedside rings loudly. 

Dustin opens her eyes, her hands still 

stroking her clit roughly between her 

sweaty thighs. She tries to ignore it, but 

whoever is calling wonõt seem to go away. 

òFUCK,ó Dustin says to herself as she wipes 

her hands on the sheets. òHELLO,óshe says 

in an irritated tone, her hands shaking a 

little from the session with herself, as she 

listens for the voice on the other end. 

Looking out the hotel window from the 

bed, phone held against her ear by way of 

her shoulder, she can see that all the light 

from outside is now gone. She had been 

masturbating for hours and it was now 

nighttime. It didnõt seem like that much 

time had gone by. But all she wants to do is 

hang up and go back to her fantasies. To 

forget everything but what was in  that bed 

with her before the call. Before the 

realization of time crept in. And before she 

loses her temper with this interrupting 

asshole on the other end. 



  

 



  

òThis is Dane, can we meet up tonight?ó 

The voice on the other end asks and waits 

expectantly.  

Dustin smells her finger tips for a moment, 

just the faintest hint of the hotel soap and 

something else, òLemon?ó She says 

accidentally out loud.  

òWhat was that?ó Dane responds.  

òNothing... I was just... yeah, when and 

where?ó Dustin confirms.  

And with a quick phone interaction, they 

agree to meet up at the cafe in a couple of 

hours. 

Once the phone is back on the receiver, 

Dustin lays back in bed and sighs. òI smell 

like sex already.ó She laughs a little to 

herself. òBut... I think itõs time to go out of 

my head for awhile... and play with 

someone real.ó 

Later that evening, in another hotel room, 

Dustin has her gun held to Daneõs head, as 

he eats her out on the bathroom counter.  

He seems to be loving every minute. 

òSUCK...ó she tells him as his head bobs up 

and down between her thighs. òPut my 

fucking clit into your mouth and suck,ó she 

demands.  

 

 



  

òWhen I cum, I want you to suck all the 

cum out of my hole... Iõm gonna make you 

my bitch...ó And as she reaches climax the 

words, òYou... stupid... FUCK...ó roll off of 

Dustinõs tongue in a rough whisper. She 

rolls the barrel of the gun over Daneõs lips 

as he is sucking, and cocks it. 

Dane pulls up and stops. òThat isnõt really 

loaded, is it?ó Dustin smacks him across the 

face with the gun, òI didnõt tell you you 

could stop yet, did I? SUCK.ó Daneõs face 

turns a little red with humiliation, but his 

penis is fully erect, and Dustin knows 

though he is confused, he is into it. She 

shoves the gun into his mouth with a sick 

satisfaction on her face, òSuck it like a dick... 

and MAYBE Iõll TOUCH yours.ó 

Dane begins to suck the barrel of the gun as 

Dustin reaches down gently stroking his 

cock between her fingers. Just as he is 

getting harder and starting to moan, she 

stops. Pushing herself up from the counter, 

she lowers Dane to his knees. The gun still 

in his mouth as he looks up at her. òThatõs 

enough for now.ó Dustin says coldly. She 

pulls the gun from his mouth and turns to 

leave the bathroom. 

Dane stands to his feet in confusion. 

Following Dustin to the main room he 

watches as she gathers her things. òBut... 

wait... come on...ó  

Dustin smiles and pats him on the head, 

òYou said you liked it mean?ó Dustin 

pushes him back a little and exits the hotel 

room, leaving Dane standing there, naked, 

pissed off, and very turned on.  

In the hotel hallway, Dustin makes her way 

to the elevator. Greta walking up behind 

her.  But Dustin is so high off the control 

and humiliation she just caused Dane, she 

just smiles. òYou again?ó she says to Greta 

without looking at her.  

òWell, you must be really proud of 

yourself?  That was... sick.ó Greta lectures.  

Dustin enters the elevator and as the door 

closes leaving Greta on the other side, she 

sighs, òI know. FUN.ó 

Back in her own hotel room, Dustin is 

laying on the bed watching another series of 

bad television movies. The phone rings 

again. òUgh, I told you that was enough for 

one night. You shit,ó she says to herself. But 

when the phone refuses, once again, to stop 

ringing, she decides to answer it. òYeah,ó 

she says in a cold tone.  

òHi... ummm... we met the other day... this 

is Evaline? Is this Eli?ó  

Dustin sits up tall, òYeah... yes. How are 

you?ó  

Evaline is hesitant at first to answer, òWell, I 

am alright. Kind of bored though,ó she 

nervously laughs.  

òWell, do you want company?ó Dustin 

smiles as she flirts a little.  

òSure, company would be... good? Are you 

busy?ó Evaline asks.  

Dustin turns off the TV. Greta is sitting on 

the end of the bed, shaking her head in 

disapproval.  

òNot at all,ó Dustin replies.  

The two of them agree to meet up for a 

drink.   



  

 



  



  

BUKKAKE BRAWL  
 

AN EXCERPT 
 

By Made in DNA  
 
The crowd roared, the spittle from their frothing muzzles creating a fine mist that mixed with 
Meiõs sweat and the blood from the cut above her left eye. 
 
The cut burned with a maddening man -made piss-crackle fire. Was the jackhole in front of her 
hopped up on Accelerated NanoHerpes!? 
 
She body-slammed him and placed his nuts in a crusher hold that took him out of the match. 
Better safe than sorry. 
 
ANH wasnõt illegal, but it puckered her sphincter nonetheless. Bukkake Brawl rules: no 
traditional weapons. Otherwise, have at.  
 
DNA hacks, mouth sacs, cyborg enhancements, skin mods, pheromone differentials. Customer-
contestants should spend so much on their cocks. 
 
Bukkake Brawl: the fiendishly genius marriage of extreme sports and porn. Rough, muff, and 
tumble. 

 
Three scantily clad women, the Jizzabels, 
stepped into a pit and took all -cumers. 
 
Their opponents were Jackalsña mob of 
howling contestants ready to hump anything 
that moved. Including the occasional stray 
cambot. 
 
It attracted college kids, weirdoes, macho 
assholes, perverts, cherry boys, misogynists and 
mishmash thereof. No license required. 
 
40 billion perved globally!  
 
Jackals ponyed up 25000 Fuk Buks each for a 
chance in the pit. An entry fee that didnõt 
actually guarantee anything.  
 
For their chance at pussy, they had to survive the 
Prelims where hopefuls eliminated two -thirds of 
their own number.  
 



  

Losers were consoled with a membership in the Circle Jerks, the group of men who did just that 
if the Jizzabels fell in the Homban. 
 
No touchy -touchy fuckee-fuckee, they just 
pulled their dinkie twinkies until they blew 
wad over the subservient hostess ho-hos. 
 
Thus the Prelims were a fierce street brawl for 
pussy. But it paled in  compared to Homban, 
The Real Deal. 
 
While the Prelims resulted in the weak being 
hurled from the ring like sad sacks of pig shit, 
Homban was blood, sweat, tears and semen. 
 
Gallons of semen. 
 
Homban was where it all potentially paid off 
for the Jackals. If the Jizzabels lost, every man 
still standing in the ring got their yearn.  
 
The Jizzabels were submitted to every moan, 
groan, grunt and white explosion of  hair-
gobbing, mouth -filling, pussy -drenching spoo. 
 
Name of the game baby. There is no maybe. 
 
Televised globally, Bukkake Brawl was where women became adored idols, and cherry boys 
became men! 
 
Lights. Action. Hover -botcams. Spectators. Screaming fists. And more fluids than any girl ever 
wanted to swallow.  
 
Re-orientating herself, Mei let the mayhem of her forced profession wash over her.  
 
The air was acrid; heavy with the dried -squid stink snack-breath of fans rabidly exhaling over 
her from their stadium  seating above. 
 
Brawl pits were large enough for  the Jackals and Jizzabels go to work on each other; cozy 
enough so the fans above could drool over them. 
 
To her left, Catgirl Mon was down under the weight of a heavy pinning her shoulders while a 
second helicoptered on her raised haunches. 
 
It was too late save her. Penetration had been made. Fuck! 
 



  

Mei took her frustration out on a nearby Jackal 
with an impolite chop to the Adamõs apple. He 
gakked, jerked once and stayed down. 
 
An announcer w00ted and ran commentary on 
Meiõs fighting stats. The itched to jump the wall 
and make him a stat was overwhelming. 
 
Before she could, she took a misplaced left hook 
that clipped her ear, catching her in the side of the 
head. 
 
She retaliated with a pile driver and raised her fists 
defiantly. òYou hit like your mother bitch! At least 
she could ride face!ó 
 
Whipping around  for another doofus to hurt, she 
caught sight of Tahna eating several jackhammer 
blows to the stomach. Pneumos! 
 
Mei curse-winced as the large-breasted, blonde 
Slav went down with a sickening wheeze and  
didnõt get up. Drool pooled from her slackjaw. 

 
The Jackals locust-swarmed. Mei knew it was only moments before they devoured her clothes 
and reaped their reward.  
 
Mei wasnõt in the mood to play the flesh flute for anyone tonight  if she could help it , and Tahna 
was a friend. 
 
It wasnõt too late to save her. Penetration hadnõt been made yet. If Mei could clear a path... 
 
Jumping into the fray, she dropped to her hands in a well -timed whipkick that jacke d an 
opponentõs legs out from under him. 
 
Adrenalin ized, she stood, took a running start and timed a grab to a second Jackalõs head as she 
brought her knees up. 
The crack-reply told her the only pussy heõd be getting this day would be the meowing kind. 
 
But a third Jackal was already fingering Tahna through the thin, sweaty spandex that outlined 
the womanõs vulva. 
 
There was no time to waste. 
 
Mei approached, twisted her fingers through his hair and was making to wrench a gaping tuff 
out when an arm snaked around from behind.  
 



  

Fuck. Sleeper Hold! 
 
She shattered two ribs with a reinforced elbow. Scream replaced arm. 
 
But her struggle was brief as she ate two hardened clean shots from other sources: one to the 
kidneys, another to the solar-plexus. 
 
Dry -heave. Stumble backwards. Struggle for air. Choking panic! A cheap shot to the throat 
blurred her vision with tears and anger.  
 
Phantoms filled her waning vision , hyena-barked, danced, and flitted about her weaving form . 
 
Jabjab-poke-tease, fists, tongues and titty -grabs whirlwinded around her playing games, but 
threatening to get serious. 
 
òFagbots!ó She lashed out, her fists flailing. No avail.  
 
A pair of arms locked under her chin, wrenching it backwards. The unforgiving lights above 
bleached her vision. 
 
Jackals everywhere! No escape! Panic seeped into her mind; chilled industrial sludge eating at the 
lining of clear thought.  
 
Hastily she dropped to one knee to work a little magic only to be stopped cold by a steely kick 
to the gut. 
 
The unfriendly taste of bile filled her mouth.  
Defiantly she looked up.  
 
A midget with a grin the girth of the Gobi Desert 
chuckled as he used the body of a downed 
compatriot as a pedestal. 
 
His eyes were filled with a terrible greed that 
infected his breath with  the odor of darkness. A 
cold chill ran down Meiõs spine. 
 
He took her head in his hands and kissed her on 
the nose, and then took her windpipe in a hold 
that slowly closed it off.  
 
She struggled, but knew it was too late. 
Sickening black swirls teased at her gray matter. 
Merciless, nasty, black, giggling bugs. 
 
Good night sweet princess, the midgetõs eyes 
danced with a mischievous hate-filled glee. 



  

òNo...ó Her plea was a no more than a strained, desperate gasp. 
 
Yes, the midget smiled. His large forehead went back in a cackle, and then came down in a 
scream. 
 
The sound of her nose breaking was the last thing Mei heard before she succumbed to the 
outskirts of consciousness. 
 

 
Art By D M Mitchell  

       
 
      Bukkake Brawl  is available for purchase at:  
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THE TENT WHISPERER  
 

By Salena Godden 
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And she used hot oil on the flesh, we can 
picture the skin glistening, reflecting the 
shimmering water and light  didnõt it? Yes. It 
is safe to assume she poured sun oil into the 
palm of her hand and smothered it liberally 
all over her own naked chest and brown 
belly , didnõt she? She was so tanned, her 
skin soft and browned, so tempting, as she 
lay there naked, but for the skimpiest of 
bikini knickers, roasting herself. And it is a 
certainty she was there, by the pool every 
day, luxuriating in the heat of the Spanish 
sun. That sun bed there, yes, lying there in 
that position she would have seen the blue, 
the turquoise of the Mediterranean in the 

distance. She would have felt the slightest 
feathery wisps and faintest whispers of 
breeze from the sea. There was a faint taste 
of sea salt on her lips and she would have 
licked them, wouldnõt she, she licked her 
own lips and her pleasure played out in the 
creases of her satisfied smile. She tasted the 
ocean, didnõt she, on her skin and in her 
own mouth. And there were grains of sand 
everywhere, here and here, under her nails 
and in the crease of her ear, there and there. 
It is a fact she read this trashy Raymond 
Chandler novel, her greasy finger prints 
mark the pages. The detective Marlowe 
keeping an eye on his femme fatales, just as 



  

she kept one eye on the page and the other 
squinted in the glare of the sun.  
 
Perhaps then she stretched, yawned and sat 
up, pulling her damp blonde hair into a 
ponytail with the el astic from around her 
wrist. We can see here the indent on her 
wrist, the faint tan line where the elastic was 
most often kept. And she might have 
absentmindedly scratched that mosquito 
bite there on her upper thigh, a red flush 
would have appeared beneath her bitten 
nails as she irritated the skin. She took a 
swig from a bottle of water, bagged here, it 
would have been a little too warm for her 
liking, and then she picked up the sun 

cream and applied yet more lotion didnõt 
she?  
 
Yes. More than likely she meticulously and 
laboriously smothered her skin in lotion, 
she paid extra attention to her shoulders 
before she lay back down, flat on her back 
and caressed her own firm breasts, slowly, 
with her small pretty hands, rubbing cream 
into her hardening nipples , didnõt she? Not 
ever disguising her pleasure, some mild 
arousal, massaging her firm body with 
factor 15, slowly and surely, until she was 
sure every pale freckle and golden hair was 
covered and protected, and then finally 
sheõd lie still again.  

 

 



  

Much to her approval her nose would have 
tingled with that unmistakable smell of 
holidays ð Coconuts and sun oil, a faint 
smell of chips or a barbeque, chlorine and 
the ocean. And the sounds of water; waves 
lapping, running showers, hoses spraying 
and sprinklers on the exotic flowers. Indeed, 
listen, she would have heard the sounds of 
water, water everywhere and the soft sea 
breeze rustling in the dry palm trees above 
her. She would have heard Spanish voices 
in the distance and children laughing and 
playing in the pool.  
 
As she lay sunbathing she might have 
allowed her mind to wander. But she 
wouldnõt think of the mundane, of work 
waiting for her w hen she got home to 
Manchester. Sorry no not Manchester, 
Leeds. Is it Leeds? I do apologise but it is a 
fact she considered her grey life in Leeds for 
only moments before she would have 
pushed these thoughts far away, forcing her 
mind to go blank, to think  of nothing but 
the heat and the softness of her own brown 
skin. She thought about how tanned she 
was becoming and then she might have 
thought about the bar man from the night 
before. Would she remember the bar man 
from last night? I think she would. How h e 
had winked and approached her and kissed 
her on the lips. He just leant in and took a 
kiss as though it was his to take. Do we 
have witnesses that saw them kiss? Yes? Ok. 
 
What would she think, how did she react? 
She might think to herself, what charmers  
these Spanish men are! Sheõd smile then, 
wouldnõt she, remembering the barman 
kissing her. What had his name been, did 
she know? Did he tell her? No perhaps not, 
maybe he just kissed her. The kiss - did it 
make her belly flutter and did she giggle or 
play fully push him away? She may have 
imagined having sex with him, but did she 
actually sleep with him? Do we know who 

he is? Do we have a name or an address? 
We do know that she left with the barman; 
there is some CCTV footage of her leaving 
the bar with him . Can we see the footage, 
yes, and how do they appear? Make a note: 
They are easy together, she is willingly 
going with him, they are laughing and body 
language is flirtatious. He lights her 
cigarette and then they go out of view. This 
is clearly not a shy girl or a victim being 
forced to do anything.  
 
Stomach contents ð Alcohol mostly. Sangria, 
gin and tonic and approximately six shots of 
tequila. She mixed her drinks, but she was 
used to it and quite a drinker judging by her 
liver and kidneys. And a keen smoker, tar 
stained teeth, yellow fingers, here and here.  
 
Dinner? The only solids we can trace are 
some peanuts, olives and remnants of pizza 
digested at least fifteen hours previously.  
Pizza? Did she eat out? Did she eat alone? 
Where? Do we have a restaurant bill 
showing up on her bank statement? We do! 
This is excellent, we have an address for the 
restaurant and the waiter, remember the 
waiter, he was seen kissing her too. At 
sunset, she took herself out to dine alone 
and we know that this occurred  on more 
than one occasion. Itõs safe to presume then, 
that this was perhaps because the waiter 
was so friendly, perhaps because he gave 
her a kiss, also because it is the closest 
restaurant and only five minutes walking 
distance from the pool and the campsite - 
make a mental note of this. 
 
These Spaniards, she might sigh to herself, 
these Spanish boys are so red hot, so hot 
blooded. All these kisses and all this 
attention sheõd love it, wouldnõt she. What 
fun! Sheõd tingle at all the lovely holiday 
flirts she has had.  She would, wouldnõt 
she? 

 



  

 
 
She was seen to be content to spend her 
evenings getting drunk in the local bars and 
her day times sunbathing. Oh this is the life 
she might sigh. She would tell herself ð I 
deserve a nice break, I might go for another 
dip in bit, but not now though, but in a little 
while. As she lazily cooks herself in the 
direct sun, replaying pictures in her mindõs 
eye, the golden hairs on the arms of the 
waiter, the barman with the green eyes, her 
own bronze skin that would please her so 
too, wouldnõt it?  
 
I am getting a clear picture of her now, but, 
how do we get from there to here. What 
does she do next? What would she think 
next? So she lies there, basking in the sun 
practically naked for all to see. Sheõll laugh 
inwardly to herself knowing he is looking 
over and sheõll put on her sunglasses and 
eye him. Yes of course, our third man, the 
lifeguard, he has been giving her the eye all 

holiday too. Alright. So now there are three 
- we have the lifeguard, the waiter, the 
barman. What a hard life, sheõll snigger to 
herself behind her shades. To hell with it, 
itõs my holiday, live a little. She will say to 
herself: Wait until  I tell the folks back home 
that the Spanish boys kept kissing me! Me? 
She would look forward to embellishing 
how the lifeguard had breathed down her 
neck with the words by the way, you have a 
perfect body. And she was just months shy of 
her 40th birthday.  I am guessing no man 
had ever said that to her and certainly not 
when she was in a bikini. How do we know 
he said this? She wrote about this on 
Facebook and Twitter approximately 36 
hours ago. So she enjoyed the attention, 
didnõt she and she encouraged and 
reciprocated it. She was seen giving the 
lifeguard a little wave, blowing him kisses, 
the lifeguard kept beckoning her over and 
sheõd laugh and shake her head no, no, no! 



  

All the other holiday makers swam, drank 
sangria and sunbathed and if they did 
notice them flirting, they assumed she knew 
the lifeguard, they would presume they 
were dating. These witnesses paid no 
special attention to the flush and blush of  
summer romance flourishing under a 
Spanish sun; the heat of Mediterranean 
fervour, fevered lõamore. Why should they 
pay any attention? The lifeguard with his 
dark olive oiled skin, taut torso, Latin good 
looks, swimmers shoulders and perfect 
white teeth. Good looking boy and so good 
to his mother isnõt he? No previous 
convictions? Nothing. Ok.  
 
Now did the sun move behind a cloud? 
There was not a single blemish in the sky 
for it was like today, a perfect azure with 

the turquoise ocean sparkling in the 
distance. But then why is there this shadow 
across her face? And the sense of a breath, 
followed quickly by a kiss placed upon her 
lips. Itõs him - itõs him again. She smiles, 
recognizing the smell of him, the softness of 
his clean-shaven face and plump lips. She 
opens one eye, squints up to see his bronze 
face and eyes, dark honey brown eyes, 
smiling down at her. Beautiful, says the 
lifeguard, beautiful and she blushes, feigns 
shock at his audacity. Then she watches the 
lifeguard walk away in his tight red sho rts 
and neat behind. Do we know he has done 
this several times now and with other 
holiday makers? Yes. It is presumed this is 
one of the perks of his job to flirt with the 
guests at the campsite. Do we know he has 
kissed her before? Yes.  

 

 



  

The first time he kissed her he would have 
taken her quite by surprise and made her 
squirm, she might have pulled away 
embarrassed and laughed. The second time 
she knew what was coming and witnesses 
say she let him peck her lightly, quickly on 
each cheek and then on the lips. The third 
time she pecked him back, reciprocated the 
kiss, gently but surely. These Spaniards are 
so kissable now arenõt they and she let him 
kiss her. She would have enjoyed the view 
of his tight behind as he walked away. 
Beautiful. He called her Beautiful. We know 
this from her text messages on her mobile 
also. She liked his persistence, his 
confidence and arrogance. I bet he does this 
with all the girls on holidays, she texted her 
work mate back in cold wet Leeds, what a 
cheeky boy!  
 
So we have the barman, the waiter and the 
lifeguard. Do they each have an alibi? And 
are these alibiõs water tight? We have 
witnesses that can verify that each of them 
had some relations with her during the past 
48 hours. Each of them singled her out as a 
loner, perhaps vulnerable, perhaps an 
independent woman, they knew she was on 
holiday on her own and on separate 
occasions they were seen kissing this plain 
civil servant from Leeds. She was 
unmarried, no children, no ties, in Spain, on 
a two-week camping holiday on her own. 
She has savings, she has money, but she is 
perhaps getting lonely and probably bored. 
Did she make any other friends? Talk to 
anyone else? Did she speak Spanish? No.  
Who else knew there was a single white 
female in a tent on her own in a quiet part 
of the campsite? We need the passport 
numbers and car registrations of every 
other person on site and a list of who else 
was camping there? How many motor 
homes, tents and caravans? Each housing 
how many passengers or residents? Who 
goes camping in this area of Spain? Are we 
talking mostly back packers and students? 

Did we have any other loners? Travellers 
passing through? I need these details now. 
 
Interesting to note there was the hunting 
party of six, also camping there, in that part 
of Spain to shoot rabbits. They go shooting 
at night? Correct. Photograph. Ok. We have 
a group of middle aged men with guns. 
They look harmless enough, bald, fat men 
playing soldiers in the woods at night. 
However, looking at a plan of the campsite 
they were her nearest neighbours. See there, 
their camp is there and she is in full view of 
them just here. And there is a hold in the 
fence between them So she is isolated but 
under the watchful eye of six red -necks on a 
shooting holiday. Do we have anything on 
them at least? No.  
 
Apparently, on at least one occasion, they 
drank beers and spied on her taking her 
siesta, she would have been hungover, 
probably topless. There, in the cool shade of 
the olive trees she fell asleep reading, 
leaving her tent door wide open.  How do 
we know this? Well, she mentions them in 
the bulletin she posted with the title 
òPostcard from Paradiseó She tagged over a 
dozen friends in that note with a self 
portrait, a snapped photo of herself by the 
pool and the lifeguard in the background. 
Can we ascertain then that she was most 
interested in the lifeguard then? She seems 
to mention him the most times? 
 
So, letõs picture the scene, it is the end of the 
summer, the first week of September, we 
have a half empty camp site, where anyone 
could walk in and take pot luck or follow 
her from the local bars and restaurants? Do 
we at least have a camera at the entrance to 
the camp site? No. Not after midnight. They 
switch them off at midnight and shut the 
double gates. Then you are telling me that 
anyone can enter the campsite at any given 
time after midnight, but only on foot? Ok. 
Then it is fair that we are looking for 



  

someone that was either a resident on the 
campsite, an employee? But it could also 
have been a stranger that came in on foot? 
Yes? Now that doesnõt narrow it down 
much, basically it could have been anyone 
then? 
Yes?  
 
And in the middle of the night, did she 
awake with a start and with a sharp intake 
of her own breath or with a hand over her 
mouth. Was it the sound of heavy breathing 

or footsteps outside? The crackle of dried 
olive tree leaves under a heavy-booted foot? 
The sound of guzzling beer, swallowing, a 
beer being swigged in a fast succession of 
gulps, the pop of air as the bottle left the 
lips, followed by a deeply satisfied belch. 
Was it the sniff and that exhalation after the 
swig? We have the beer bottle? A Spanish 
brand of beer that is sold at every bar in 
Spain, this is not a clue, although parts of it 
were found inside the victim, splinters, 
these have been sent to forensics.  

 

 
 
 



  

I feel we need to know what woke her first - 
the grunt and the heavy breathing or the 
unbearable sensation of something, 
someone crouching in the shadows beneath 
the bent olive tree and by the rear end of the 
tent? The thin canvas walls of the tent 
vibrating with the presence of another? 
What initially woke her? Was it the tug or 
snap of that guy rope and the shudder of 
the tent walls?  Note the slump of the rear 
left side where the guy rope has given way - 
is that what woke her from her deep and 
drunken slumber? See, the guy rope is 
loosened, it had been driven into the hard 
woody earth with that tent pole but that is 
now bent and twisted, crooked out of shape, 
someone heavy was here, someone with big 
boots. See? 
 
What did she see in the darkness? Could 
she make out the silhouette, a shadow in the 
moonlight? Or the orange-red glow of the 
cigarette in the darkness? Did she lie there 
silently, her heart rapid, listening hard to 
make sense of the sounds. Smoking, what 
does someone smoking sound like? Could 
you mistake it for the wind or an animal? 
We found several cigarette butts, Fortuna, 
all are in analysis. We know she was a 
Marlboro lights girl.  
 
Might she comfort herself that it was a lost 
fellow camper  and then remember that her 
tent was the only tent in that corner of the 
site?  You see, there is no real reason or 
cause for any camper to ever have to go this 
way, to trample those weeds and disturb 
that tent pole and guy rope, therefore 
anyone that came this way, around the back 
of the tent, her tent, clearly had only one 
sole intention.  
 
And as she lay there awake, did she think 
that if she lay very still and quietly that the 
tent would appear empty from the outside? 
Did she hear her own heart thumping  in her 
chest and hold her breath knowing there 

was someone, something crouching outside. 
Did she hear the guzzling of sloshing beer, 
the click-click of the lighter and the flick -
flick of the swiss army knife and the zip -zip 
of the zip. The zip? Do we have fingerprints 
on the zip of the tent? Zip? Did they even 
use the zip? 
 
A urine sample? Whoever it was urinated, 
but was this before, during or after? We 
have taken swabs of the urine. Here we can 
see cuts, upper body, face and neck, a 
sawing motion and ent ry and exit wounds, 
are we looking for a knife? Was a knife 
used? 
 
Back to the beer bottle then - was it thrown? 
Smashed? Was it used? Used for what? You 
can imagine what? Shards of it were found 
in here, here and here. Jagged splinters. The 
tent, the read end of the tent, slashed open. 
So no, no fingerprints on the zip, he didnõt 
use the tent door, why would he need to? 
He slashed the rear end of the tent open as 
though it were made of paper. With what? 
The smashed glass of the bottle? Did we 
find a knife?  Judging by the way it is so 
cleanly torn, what does that tell us? Itõs 
quite a clean slash? Did he attack swift or 
slowly or in a fast frenzy? Did he stab at the 
tent or did he gently cut it open with silent 
precision? I am suggesting the latter, I am 
also guessing she was still asleep, past out 
drunk, when he entered. She didnõt have a 
chance to struggle or fight.  
 
The air mattress, now a sodden bloodied 
mat. The green tent, drenched in one type of 
blood. Yes? So far, only one blood type. But 
how come no-one heard anything? Did 
anyone see anything at all? 



  

 

SOLEMN WITH THE MOON  
 

By William Krill  
 
 
 

Am I that one pressed before the potted marigold? Reflecting 

shatters of slivers of silver glass beads from my teeth, the gaps in 

ÍÙ ÔÅÅÔÈȢ (ÁÉÒ ÓÈÏÒÔÅÎÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÁÎ ÁÐÐÌÅ ÔÒÅÅȢ )ȭÌÌ ÒÅÎÔ Á ÓÍÁÌÌ 

ÓÑÕÁÒÅ ÆÏÏÔ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒ ÌÁ×Î ÓÏȭÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÏÆ ÓÌÅÅÐÉÎÇ ÉÎ 

front of the garage door, mother in hand, father spying from the 

high tensioned wi ÎÄÏ×ÓȢ .Ï ÏÎÅ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ÉÎ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅ ΫγβΪȭÓ 

looking for my eyes to pour and pout and shatter a lightning bolt 

across the vast western plantation fields. Am I that puddle 

reflection? Of a glowing corona? From a spent rain cloud? Of an 

asphalt full of soap bubb les? Powder out my hazy vision eye from 

an awake sleeping eye. With trash can shattering standing form of 

a potted marigold? Standing a form from driven engines? 

Standing at holds of a clattering chain line, a leaking devoured 

trash bag, a shattering image  in a hazed dogwood, cut down, 

abandoned, much like those godawful pines where I played my 

games before shame, before an engine chain. Before my devout 

impacted vision form descended from oh that yellow marigold, 

from oh that before I was a sinister adult I knew that sinister 

ÓÈÁÔÔÅÒÉÎÇ ÁÄÕÌÔÅÒÏÕÓ ×ÏÒÌÄ ×ÁÓ ÃÒÅÅÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÓÈÅÓȣ 

when I was last time innocent, an older boy named glen took me 

into his bed room, made me masturbate for him.  

 



  

 

 

Only a fool, only a fool, in my reflection framed of my tele vision 

self of myself reflected fool tearing works of words from elderly 

books from pages of reflections of an elderly, now fool. Became 

myself as an immediate modern, touched my outer thigh for such 

a medium of comfort, or conforming to a foot step toward s my 

reflection framed self. My, I, mine, that poor fool counting leaves 

ÁÎÄ ÌÁÍÂȭÓ ×ÏÏÌȢ -Ùȟ )ȟ ÍÉÎÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÇÎÏÒÁÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÏÉÄȟ ÏÆ Á ÎÏÎ 

knowledge, of a no transparent apparition of a turned out face a 

flattened frown, a highway man never let alone with the rubber 

wheels or clock arms. My god my formed of television, myself, my 

sunata, when these limbs were roots plucked by their hairs from 

that one supposed known reflection home. From where are 

grandmother eyes? From where are my men, whose friends have 

seen friends come along the ways from curbstones to street rows 

to invisible drunken cardboard forts? From nowhere begging the 

sin to be them sinister, to be them a smile and foreign reflection 

of theirs and mine selves, my god. Is that eye mine fool? Caused 

of a copper common delirium. Is mine awash in forever turned 

tidals pouring non scriptures through these windows, through 

these door frames, through these undiminished televised 

reflection ɂfrom my copper plated eye, oh fool, powdering mine 

ass crack for the  keys to cry in the steam of a non acknowledge ɂ

whose ever known that maybe ill exist somewhere, someday ɂ

outside a toilet stall my plaster phantom pouring fourth my fool 

television expression ɂmy framed formed reflection ɂmy waiting 

for a clock arm to swing l ow, to cut me down.  



  

 

 

When I had a wall of cinder block half reaching to its very rebar 

skeleton when I watched an unnamed hill and radio town turn 

dark then light then yellow orange from a street row shine when I 

held a window frame and possibly screame d my own mindful 

intoxicated language to the ignorant construction workers and 

the ignorant single walking lonesome women of Russian hill 

when my clacking of plastic bottle cap told you too to leave me 

outside ɂwhenever all that was ɂwhenever before car door s were 

anything more than car doors and street sweepers washed all the 

asphalt stones and garbage to a small alcove under my left shoe ɂ

whenever all that was ɂwhenever was all before the blinking eye 

shot me through my function before a plagiarist manager se nt me 

a family before a future was a history that my someday funeral 

parlors would love to wilt upon a rubber box casket and as well 

before may happen to drink too mine rolling holly lifetime of 

liesɂwhen I was hanging from that hotel window drop tickling 

my feet from those alley woes and cursing those Italian or French 

tourists ɀ when I was only half as tall as I am now and these old 

young eye brows were being taught by the sun ɂthen was my 

most important whenever time ɂthat was my memory of a park 

benchɂchurch steeples -- and pigeons.  

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

Seen the pastures driven away? By an old slow mover bound for a 

common gourd, these wet eyes never knew so many young things 

at once. By upon your page the ground swelled sea forms arose, 

and rose, shuttered and gnawed,  conformed to a common gourd 

hulled far away from a bottomless heaven ɀ or hell. Seen a 

ÐÌÁÔÉÔÕÄÅ ÏÆ ÎÏÖÅÌÔÙ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÙÏÕÒ ÄÏÔÅÄ ÅÙÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÕÐÏÎ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÂÒÏ× 

beset an innocent memory, an innocent grey spectral glow, 

fingers cramping beneath the breaking glow, fi ngers plowed 

through an open bow, whose common wet eyes knew so many 

trafficking pastures, so many for the shoes gnawing over the hill. 

Never yet caused a form to fold along the street ways, never yet to 

ÍÏÁÎ ÆÏÒ Á ÆÉÌÌÅÄ ÇÏÕÒÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÍ ÌÙÉÎÇɂnever ye t to bring 

alarm to those wet eyes born so very early against a so many 

century of technology, you never moan to know much of anything 

at all.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Turn the lights off ɂand looking out the window ɂlook out the 

window ɂÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ Ô  he ground devouring our feet. 

Whose as souls claimed themselves for the top ɂfor the most 

high and godlike? But maybe sung of ours being too close to a 

banana too close to a dining room chair ɂmaybe mine singing to 

an ever blessing vacant eye would like to h um along at least part 

of the way ɂturned the chair the soil ɂÓÏȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÍÓ ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× 

ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÁÎÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔɂbreak the pages with a shelter of sun 

piercing through a tree branch ɂwhen I was young in 

Pennsylvania my mother would plant her tulip bulbs on the si de 

of the white house taking an ass whupin whenever told to ɂ

turned to the tree branch ɂhe told me tried to hang himself years 

agoɂjust turned the lights off ɂthe clouds ɂoh god the clouds ɂ

and the women walking by ɀ the most high and godlike dining 

room chair ɂwith all my joints popping and creaking from my 

right knee selling shatters of victories of freedoms of turning to 

the sky of turning on to pigeons wings. Of driving through that 

blue blessed vacant eye of turning away from the ground ɂof a 

painful limp eve rydayɂ turn off the light ɂso their crying wont 

stain my freshly mopped floor ɂlook out the window ɀ watch the 

traffic tumble away.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

)ȭÖÅ ÓÈÅÄ ÍÙ ÏÌÄ ÂÏÌÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅɂagainɂa somewhere insane 

form jointless machine ɂa wheelɂa cogɂmy own privy stockade  

abound the sealed shores of shit or aluminum or soulless grey 

sidewalks ɂmy old bolt spent myself loose towards the parted 

shore loose towards a painted tile door loose in an infirmary of 

static eyeball confusions ɂÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÔÏ ÅÖÅÒ ÂÅ ËÎÏ×Î ȰÙÏÕȭÌÌ ÎÅÖÅÒ 

knÏ× ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕȭÌÌ ÎÅÖÅÒ ËÎÏ× 

ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇȦȱ ÂÕÔ ÍÙ ÐÏÏÒ ËÎÅÅɂhurts me here ɂI know that ɀ and 

my poor old bolts lay in a rust powder to my almost parking lot 

year almost creation of nothings turned out to my lost parts and 

scream a silent with my eyes crowned by a blossoming sun by a 

blossoming crowd ɂgathering sea forms to bemoan my old bolts 

to memorialize this here now as a reality ɂand if this is a here 

now reality where ever a million negative or positive or like 

common realities ha ve as well been created ɂand if in this here 

now my lost of self sad love lonely old bolts did so much as never 

thank the sunshine did so much as not to remember their place 

from within me and did this all so much that the vagary of their 

points began to we ar thin ɂand the shed old existence of my so 

lonesome of selves myself too realized that a parting of the  

clouds may not be so bad.  

 
 



RUMORS FROM THE BALCONY  

AN INTERVIEW WITH CHRIS MADOCH  

After an uphill struggle reminiscent of the 

piano scene from Laurel & Hardyõs The 

Music Box, Chris Madochõs collection of 

writings, Rumours From The Balcony has 

arrived  ð having survived rejections, 

manipula tions and duplicity at the hands of 

numerous would -be publishing houses. 

Paraphilia Magazine talked to Mr Madoch 

about the project... 

 

Itõs been a bumpy ride seeing this project to 

fruition. Can you tell us briefly a bit about that? 

Shit covers it- though to be fair the 

ultimately broken promises that I had dined 

on were reasonably fine; cordon bleu or 

take-away it barely matters, if they are 

vacuous they all go down the pan. To say I 

have been flushed with disappointments at 

the hands of others who have previously 

been full of themselves is something of an 

understatement. To settle any transatlantic 

rivalry I have been majorly let down by 

both the British and Americans equally. 

Notable Americans with reputations to boot 

discovered my work over three years ago 

now via my Facebook fanpage. Already 

famous as Lumen press they wanted to re-

emerge as an avant-garde brand- they 

believed they had found their new enfant 

terrible of literature. Three years down the 

line their Texan finance was withdrawn due 

to my bookõs content. 

How much do you think it was due to the 

contentious nature of some of the subject matter 

and how much due to general apathy and/or 

incompetence on the part of the ôpublishing 

industry as it is? 

Being the age I am I had passed through a 

number of enthusiasms for being published 

and I was in no mood anymore to be 

published for the sake of it. I had stoically 

resisted self-publishing because I come 

from a generation when young writers were 

ALWAYS advised against it - indeed, then it 

was more aptly called vanity publishing. Of 

course, self-publishing is ubiquitous today 

and is available to ALL because of the IT 

revolution. It is very well documented that I 

was within a whisker of being an alternative 

ôPhillip Pullmanõ to JK Rowling at 

Bloomsbury UK - that never happened 

because the head of Childrenõs Lit at 

Bloomsbury left, taking my books with him 

[strictly not the done thing]. A year later, 

after the first Harry Potter hit off, he wrote 

to me and asked me to write a parallel- a 

teenage wizard meets The Celestine 

Prophecy. I hated that and made my 

feelings clear. This manõs world famous 

error of judgement - jumping ship before the 

Potter phenomenon [which he had 

discovered] exploded, may well have cost 

me a small a fortune. I have experienced so 

many thi ngs in my life but wealth is not one 

of them- I would have liked to have had the 

chance to have creatively expressed my 

socialism from a powerbase rich with the 



 

  

language that the vast mass of Western 

Culture understands - money. 

It obviously was not to be - I try to reflect 

without a trace of bitterness. I turned away 

from my childrenõs books and playwriting 

and finally returned to the best way of 

creative expression in Literature - I am 

loathe to refer to it as poetry anymore 

because it seems that the world and their 

dog are now writing poetry. If pressed I 

would grudgingly accept the label prose 

poetry BUT the fact is that I can make a 

strong argument for saying that my short 

fictions are in fact epic poetry. The 

semantics of it bores me to death. What 

matters is that I had finally grown into an 

extraordinarily honed gift for creative 

expression through language. Of course I 

saw this as a perfect vehicle for my beloved 

excoriating honesty. Honesty and 

mainstream publishing hardly ever appear 

in the same sentence; their response to 

RUMOURS FROM THE BALCONY which 

is excoriating honesty was to run for cover 

and withdraw their finance. Even my 

present publishers could not hide a degree 

of lily liveredness - they remain concerned 

that their offices might be torched b ecause 

of the piece SUICIDE BY FATWAH which I 

was told their lawyers had advised them 

not to include in the book.  

Many of the pieces take an overtly 

confrontational stance. This is obviously not an 

affectation but something intrinsic. Can you 

explicate on how the form of the pieces relates to 

their subject matter? 

We live in media bite times when horrors 

are virtually instantly transmitted 

worldwide by a plethora of devices - most of 

which also have the facility to entertain or 

be diverting. We live in an ag e when TV 

Soaps, Dramas and even blockbuster 

movies are to some degree issue led- 

nothing as intrusive and universally 

embraced is devoid of propaganda. TV is of 

course habitually interrupted by 

advertising - the aim of which is to be 

persuasive. TV Soaps almost always end 

each episode with information about advice 

lines relating to the content that has been 

relayed. There is a voracious appetite for 

the staged truth. When a writer deals with 

the prospect of communicating with their 

readers these matters are core- if not then 

ignore them utterly and write entirely just 

for you and bathe in the applause of your 

own ego. It happens that I choose to pay 

attention to the lives of real people. BUT, for 

me, staged truth is nothing more than a 

lure, I intend to use it as a device to draw 

people to a place where they can explore a 

greater truth; that truth is often more 

shocking and more painful. It has been 

described as dangerous and beautiful. If 

people want to argue that it is ômyõ truth as 

opposed to ôtheõ truth then thatõs fine by 

me.  

How possible (or even desirable) do you think it 

is, to still shock people in a constructive way? 

Nothing in what I write shocks me - it has 

arisen from my wealth of life experience, 

education and interests. That it might shock 

other people does not surprise me but it 

really is for them to deal with - I loathe any 

concept of nannying in society that allows 

people to pass on their responsibility for 

their own reactions to quangos or the 



 

  

ideology of a favourite newspaper. If I had 

to liv e this life again [re-incarnation] I 

would love to return as a Forensic 

Pathologist/Psychologist. Death does not 

scare me. Looking for things that I fear I 

always return to the same culprit - mankind; 

nothing else. One of my favourite books is 

DARK NATURE b y Lyall Watson in which 

he tries to discover if there is a biological 

basis for evil- it is a remarkable eye-opening 

work. It is extremely difficult to ôspinõ 

something to me with a charm offensive in 

an effort to prevent me seeing that the 

canvass is white as opposed to black. I have 

a number of people in my life I like a lot but 

generally I think people are quite 

dangerous- their common apathy is 

dangerous as is their common savagery and 

their latest disease; a sociopathic resistance 

to learning anything out and above that 

which they believe they need to know. I 

never hide my belief that anyone still 

believing in a man-managed religion is ôout 

of their mindõ and that religious 

fundamentalism is becoming a euphemism 

for insanity.  

What support has this book received during its 

course, and what sort of feedback has it garnered 

so far? 

My current publisher graciously picked up 

the pieces when the deal with the 

Americans crumbled at the eleventh hour. 

However, they have never meticulously 

answered all my questions and have left 

ALL of the marketing of the book to me. 

They want the dedicated sales page on their 

website to be the ONLY way that people 

can buy the book- they argue that the maths 

does not work with Amazon or with 

mainstream Booksellers. 

Here are two short reviews - both from 

working class men who are not gay: 

 Mr Stephen Weirõs response to reading the 

book was- òIt has been said that, among 

other things, we should dance as if nobody 

can see us, and sing as if nobody can hear 

us. There is fundamental wisdom in this. 

And it is wisdom which hasn't been lost in 

Chris Madoch; he has translated and 

applied the principle to the written word 

and constructed an anthology not to please 

the audience, but as if nobody will ever 

read his work. In tortured reflection and 

biting commentary, through brutal honesty 

and intimidating openness the poet offers 

you an insight in to a man who has 

travelled through a life less ordinary and 

who hasnõt come all this way just to please 

day-trippers and tourists. From the onset 

the poet establishes threads of thought and 

feeling which, while at first apparently 

random and disconnected, weave through 

the pages of the book to ultimately leave the 

reader looking at a broad and coherent 

tapestry of humanity. Rumours From the 

Balcony  succeeds where others do not; it is 

a finished work which stands as far more 

than the sum of its parts. This is Madoch 

raw and unplugged.  And the bloke 

obviously doesnõt give a damn if you love 

him or hate him for it.ó 

Mr Scott D. Piquetteõs response was- ôLike 

riding a gliding roller coaster through the 

dancing flames of passion in the mind and 

soul of an ingenious man gone super nova. 

Smooth, uninhibited, ascent and decent to 



 

  

climactic explosions of raw emotion and 

insight. Hot, hellish, as though it would 

leave deep eternal scars, thus depositing 

long moments of pause for reflection and 

meditation on Mr Madochõs òdangerous 

and beautifuló opinions, beliefs, and way of 

looking at life. Superb... Unhinged... A 

Definite mu st read, if nothing else, for the 

masterful literary ingenuity of a man who 

has discovered himself fully, one who peers 

now into the truths of life and all its little 

nuances like a true seer.  

Thank you Chris, I sincerely enjoyed the 

adventures and moments of opportunity to 

live in your soul for the duration of the 

read. The re-read. This is a surely a treasure 

beyond and above worldly worth to your 

own, where any man, woman, or spiritual 

being could certainly find something to 

treasure within its pages also.  Regardless of 

their ethnicity, background, sexual 

preferences or beliefs. 

With awe and respect I humbly thank you 

for writing this book.õ 

Is this book a milestone for you, a crossroads, or 

a launching pad for your new publishing 

venture? 

You pass one milestone and before long you 

visualise the approaching ones- I am 

investing all my earnings from this book 

into my PARAPLUIE PUBLISHING 

INTERNATIONAL, to be based in both 

London UK and San Diego USA. People are 

being kind about the book - it seems to have 

found a significant place in their lives. That 

is rather humbling and I am deeply grateful 

to have produced such a thing. I can rest 

happy that it is not a waste of trees. 

What is your take on the state of the publishing 

industry? What sort of future do you think it 

has? 

Independent Internet Publishing capable of 

providing two types of product - books 

printed on demand and books for retail are 

set to replace mainstream publisherõs. We 

are witnessing the death of that industry 

where celebrity publishing incre asingly 

appears to be a desperate act. The end will 

be drawn out because there has to be a 

disestablishment of a club which was 

formerly occupied by graduates from 

Oxford and Cambridge and members of the 

upper class- nepotism was rife. A social 

revolution is occurring. It will mean the 

demise of high street book outlets but I 

suspect the small and well informed 

independent bookshop/internet coffee shop 

will survive. I have no faith whatsoever in 

the Kindle type technology which I believe 

will be very short -lived - none of those 

gadgets is in fact one tenth as reader 

friendly as a book. 

And (to use a sloppy generalisation) what of the 

state of ôLiteratureõ. What future for that? 

It may surprise people to know that I am 

very much for the evolution of language 

and means of communicating- I posses 

texting dictionaries and many vernacular 

dictionaries. British English is in a constant 

state of flux and has survived everything 

that any culture has thrown at it - in fact 

embracing it. I have no time for people who 

enjoy the preciousness of preserving the 

language in a moment of time- it is utterly 

pointless and goes entirely against the tide. 

Having said that, a proper study and 



 

  

understanding of the language demands an 

in depth look at it in its entirety. I seem to 

have an instinct for realising whether or not 

a writer has found this process tiresome. 

You never find this in Indian writers using 

British English - their love and respect of the 

language is palpable. 

It wonõt surprise people to find me saying 

that tomorrowõs Literature is all about 

creative expressionism without boundaries. 

I have no interest in being a poet and it 

disturbs me that writers want to label 

themselves so readily- it  is very ill -advised. 

Paint and communicate with a passionate 

and excoriatingly honest, extraordinarily 

gifted artistry - use the broadest possible 

word palette, be fearless and know where 

the envelope is and hope to push it hard. If 

you donõt do this I wonõt want to read you 

or publish you, in fact I might feel inclined 

to advise you to have a care for the ecology 

of this planet and stop wasting forests on 

crap.  

And finally, whatõs next for you? 

Continuing the hard slog of solo promoting 

my ôdangerous and beautifulõ book 

RUMOURS FROM THE BALCONY. I am 

collaborating with the American  Poet Jack 

Henry and the Illustrator Dan -Paul Flores 

on a collection of mixed pieces of creative 

expression under the title  SEX WITH 

STRANGERS. I am completing my 

collection of contentious short fiction.  I am 

seeking a publisher for my adult novel 

LIVING WITH LESLEY DYING FOR 

FAME. I am re-looking at the childrenõs 

works, most particularly THE MEGA 

WORDS SPOUTED BY BENJAMIN 

CHRISTMAS. I am on a bit of a sabbatical 

from writing and the internet and creating 

art in real studio space in real time. 

However, I have recently started a new 

piece RELAYING THE UNSAYABLE which 

deals with the many things we are not 

supposed to dwell on. Typical!  

I will always willingly be a part of the 

exemplary Paraphilia Family.  

 

 

Rumours From The Balcony by Chris Madoch 

is available from a dedicated sales page here, post 

and packaging free worldwide:  

www.erbacce-press.com

 

 

 

http://www.erbacce-press.com/


 

  

BITTER SUITE EMBITTERED  

 

By Chris Madoch  
 
 
In order of appearance- 

A WELSH MALE VOICE CHOIR OF RUGBY PLAYERS 

Either in fact or recorded with appropriate sound effects.  

VICTORIA (VICKY) WORTH (WORTHLESS)  

A Welsh woman of thirty years. 

ANGEL PRESENCE  

An opaque predominantly male wraith. Either in fact or as an hologram effect with live voice 

over. 

 
 

SETTING  
 
 

We are inconveniently between here and there. The indistinct building is vast, inhuman and 
due for demolition. Out of the partial blackness we are made party to a large and virtually 
empty flat. A virtually derelict flat. We could be anywhere but this is Cardiff, Wales, UK. 
There is a pale lemon three piece suite comprising a fixed armchair, a three seater sofa and a 
recliner. All rubbed grubby. We see a few cardboard packing cases, a small cluttered table, a 
TV and a telephone with answering machine. It is a bleak place as befits a bleak time in the 
bleak life of a bleak person. The light is spare, unshaded, and we can smell the cloying dust. 
In the presence of this abundance of ôlifelessõ despair we deal with our emerging disgust and 
a growing sense of distance. Nobody in their right mind would elect to live here. But, 
someone does evidently exist here in this living space. There are poignant indications of a 
womanõs touch- new pale lemon boudoir slippers and a large lemon vase of countless Easter 
lilies. 

 

Scene One 

 

(The suspect veil between this world and Vickyõs is raised. Night. A downlight fades up on the fixed 
armchair. We hear waves of dull urban noise. An offstage door opens then closes. From the street we 
hear the arrival of massed men. We donõt see the Male Voice Choir but we hear it as it begins to sing- 
The Lily Of The Valley . When the singing stops, we hear a sash window opening in a rush. 
Immediately we hear an offstage voice shouting.) 

 



 

  

OFFSTAGE VOICE   

Dear God! Look at you. All of you. And look at the bloody time. Why is it you lot of boy 
scouts have not got buggering homes to go? Eh? Push off. You heard me. Back to the fucking 
valleys now. Go on. Sodding shove off! 

 

(We hear the window closing in an angry clatter. We hear the told choir dispersing with cursive 
mutterings. Silence, save for dull waves of urban noise. Eventually the annoying phone rings then the 
answerphone cuts in.) 

 

VICTORIA WORTH  

(Upbeat answerphone message.) Organic chocolate- 90% cocoa, itõs the new sex. No, donõt hang 
up. Whoever you are, and letõs face it you could be just about anybody, I need you to leave 
me some sweet crumb of comfort, nutter or not. So oblige me, please..after the Welsh-
speaking tone. 

 

FEMALE VOICE  

Vicky, pick up. Itõs me, Vicky. (Pause.) Iõm dying, you sick bitch. Itõs Neath. Neath Accident 
and Emergency. Iõm fucking dying, alright. (Pause.) Yes. It is. Itõs true. It is. I got the fucking 
news today. (Pause.) Just like my mother. They said. Just like my mother. (Pause.) Youõre next. 
Call me. 

 

  (Silence. We hear the sound of a reluctant toilet being flushed and a tired door opening 
and closing. Vicky enters in yellow fleecy pyjamas. She is carrying a toy bear- blonde, a large bottle of 
lemonade and a bottle of Cinzano. There is an old glass on the cluttered table. She sits in the fixed 
armchair, slips on the slippers then plays the phone message. We hear it repeated. She gives no 
response. She erases the message. The machine resets itself. She switches on the TV.) 

 

TV  

More than three thousand members of an ancient coastal community in Kerala are feared 
drowned in Indiaõs worst floods for more than half a century. Britain and America are in the 
van of.. 

 

(The TV suddenly dies along with the lights and all things electrical. Darkness is the victor penetrated 
by street lighting.) 

 

VICKY  

Fuck! 

 



 

  

(Using the light of a cigarette lighter she exits to feed the meter. We hear a clunk. The lights return. 
She re-enters. The answerphone resets itself but there is no life in the TV. Vicky hits it hard. Nothing. 
She hits it repeatedly. Still nothing. She slumps back in the chair.) 

 

Fuck! 

 

(Pause. She eats chocolate. Then itõs as if something appears to spook her. But she takes a deep breath 
and settles down. Smiles.) 

 

My famous Dad, the actor, well read, well spoken, his caramel voice embroidered with the 
ethnic traces of both Burton and Hopkins, he was always very good with TVs. Bloody 
marvellous he was. Yeah. Magic. Totally. Televisions always bugged him. They always had 
to be put right see, tuned proper, be proper colour balanced, be spit and polished, shone to a 
gloss and proper bloody back-lit. (Pause.) Heõd use them mini pseudo aquaria in a variety of 
popular nautical settings. Frigging kitsch things. Things needing to be properly positioned. 
He said. (Lengthy pause.) Oh God! Fuck it! All of it. All of it. The lot. The mindless recyclable 
shit of it all. This. ( Pause.) Proper little fusspot he was. Mum said that. Proper little fusspot. 
Proper little teapot. Gay bastard. That was her delicate turn of phrase, her minute trace of 
quaintness. ôProper little fusspot.õ Griddle cakes his favourite. Griddle cakes her speciality. 
Delicacy she said. Delicacy- mm, what a useful camouflage that turned out to be. The world 
of delicate and delicacy. (Pause.) It worked. Indeed it did. It worked for her. ( Pause.) He was 
actually, matter of factly gay as it happens. Unusual I thought. ( Pause.) Bloody unusual for 
someone born in Glamorgan. I thought. And, fucking unusual for someone born in the 
Glamorgan of miners used to rattling rattles in support of Swansea Rugby Football Club, he 
enjoyed a certain sexual equilibrium and was absolutely unafraid  to lift shirts. Respected for 
it, it was said. They said. And I canõt say that I ever saw him much. (Pause.) She brought me 
up under her name, on her lemon yellow ownsome, under her own head of steam and 
unseemly steaminess- too many half -cock TVs to fucking mention and, every one of the 
buggers always on the irritating mind -numbing blink. And no electric mementoes of the Isle 
Of Wight alive with plastic fish. None. No backlighting. No wonder. None whatsoever. 
(Pause.) Worlds apart they were, my parents. Chalk and cheese. He was fawn like vanilla 
fudge. She was pink like boiled lobster. (Pause.) No. You fucking listen. You listen to me. Itõs 
me. I canõt help myself. I tell her story over and over like it was some mystery, some fucking 
York passion play- lik e the barddic tableaux of it might one day explain the Satanic 
aberration of me away, magically. Poof! A poof like ôim. Gone. Gone way beyond belief and 
gone beyond sweet grief with the usual wave of Merlinõs wand. (Pause.) Frigging history! 
(Pause.) Yes I know. No fucking need to phone and say I told you so. Her motherõs death 
before her became her death- itõs in my blood. Now itõs yours. Yes. Inherited from way back. 
(Pause.) Itõs in my blood. Every cell. Indivisible now. (Pause.) And there is a little bi t of me 
wishes to erase the hell-bound lurid and gigantic bits of me. God! The daily, page three, 
tabloid bits of me. Tits. Tits. And airbrushed bits. Imagine - me exposed in The Sun for 
breakfast, I wished. Oh how I wished it. Once upon a time. ( Pause.) Black coffee and Marmite 
toast. Sunburn on my shaved mons veneris. Thatõs taste for you. Thatõs proper taste. Oh yes 
indeedy. Me, naked and childlike in the earthly garden of delights. Tumbles in The 



 

  

Mumbles. Merlinõs weekend dogged to death patch. (Pause.) Not no more. Not now. ( Pause.) 
Him with his dirty mac and spitting stick.  Fuck the fairies and the fucked -up tales of fairies. 
(Lengthy pause.) It was a real ambition once. Now itõs an admission of something sad. Good 
Lord! ( Pause.) There are worse things for a chapel girl. There are. There are worse things for a 
chapel whore. Roars of low esteem. Axminster burns. VD. (Pause.) There are powerfully sinful 
bits of me need a right proper exorcising..evil bits. Evil bits only to be repeated in the sight of 
Catholic crucifixes. Sly bits meant to be heard again only in the presence of holy water. 
(Pause.) Well water from St Davidõs. Tears from elsewhere. (Pause.) Thereõs no way out of this 
maze of life. Rootless, me. Mapless. No route from A to B. And thereõs no sense. No sense in 
innocence. Itõs senseless. Thereõs no forward play no more. No proper video. Original. 
Creative. Thereõs only sodding rewind. Rewind and play. Rewind and play. Only rewind 
and fucking play. ( Pause.) Oh yes. See-saws. Slides. Swings and roundabouts. (Pause.) And 
there is no fucking denying it, absolutely no fucking denying it. Look at me! Well, take a 
fucking good look at me! I am my bitch of a motherõs daughter. Like peas in a pod we are. 
(Pause.) These eyes are her eyes. Look. Enormous Welsh grey blue. (Lengthy pause.) My 
breasts are bigger. (Pause.) My thighs are smaller. (Pause.) Sheõs millimetres taller. (Pause.) 
Dying. ( Pause.) Dying, she says. (Pause.) Maybe already dead and buried. (Lengthy pause.) She 
was adopted. Cast aside then chosen. And I say this in public at every given opportunity 
because it might make the basis of some rudimentary excuse for her vastly bizarre 
behaviour. And, to my certain knowledge, there are several suspect Science Degrees in 
Anxiety Counselling which mi ght light up ôJACKPOTõ at the thought of such fluffy 
obviousness. (Pause.) She should be fucking researched head to toe inside and out. Without a 
doubt. Thereõs no question. (Pause.) Mankind might benefit from her lifetime of cunt -for-hire 
service to every kind of man. ( Lengthy pause. Then explosively.) Look mum! No fucking 
diverting TV! No stress busting dockside soap. No fly -on-the-wall valley documentary! No 
piece of fairy cake TV! Fake TV. No fucking fascist Anglo TV. This is real this is. My  shit 
reality. (Pause. She eats more chocolate. She lights a cigarette.) She had this frighteningly fat 
friend, mum - a fellow pilgrim from her Mormon phase. I remember her well, very well 
meaning, obsessive chocoholic, extremely fat and psychotically forty. Frigid as a freezer full 
of lambsõ liver she was. This clinically obese friend, sheõd been routinely abused by her 
father, every Friday she said, after fish and chips and mushy peas. You could set your watch 
by him she said, a right pig of an Eastender who always refused to be delayed by the rigours 
of routine genital hygiene. ( Pause.) Sheõd make her rotund protestations- all to no avail. Iõll 
not elaborate. Leave it well alone. Iõll leave the smell of Dagenham to your own imagination. 
Pigs, I love the creatures but there is a line to be drawn here. (Pause.) Well, anyway, there was 
the common ground, the foundation of friendship and twisted fixation. They were 
superglued see- bonded by sexual curiosity and a sweet tooth. Filthy familial abuse, that and 
the political fashion at the time for what the unwieldy newspapers referred to as Greenham 
Common Chic..them fucking ugly badged up dungarees, and lime -green moon boots. All of 
it the matronly forerunner of Grunge, fashion with two fingers - my interior design 
inspiratio n. Fuck off  Vogue with flair, see. Fuck off LõOreal with flair. There are women who 
are in fact never fucking worth it. ( Pause.) No. No. No. All this, all this shit, the lot of it, it is 
intentional, absolutely fucking intended. Itõs no good you getting the wrong end of the stick. 
Iõve never been a victim, me. No. Thereõd be a reason then. Well, there would. So much 
cosier. All this would be reasonable then. Safe. Saccharine sweet. But, no, Iõve never been a 
victim me. Iõve not been raped by my dad. Pussy repulsed him. Iõve not been licked out by a 
lesbian mum. (Pause.) Iõve been soured. Iõve been soured countless times. Soured. Thereõs 



 

  

been hours of souring. Itõs not the same. (Lengthy pause.) I like my brave face best of all. 
(Pause.) Everything fucked up , see, itõs always rooted in something else. Oh yes. Even 
rootlessness. (Pause.) Listen. Most afternoons Iõd come home from school to a council-house 
front -room full of sour women - bi-curious single mothers, all bloody Peruvian socks and folk 
art painted satchels stuffed with feminist propaganda. Give me a friggin break. Visualise it 
for me! Come on now. Just fucking visualise it! Pastel Doc Martins and Jesus sandals. No 
bras. No plucked eyebrows. This was Grunge in embryo! The gobby I want I want foetus 
strident! Two bloody great fingers to Max Factor. ( Pause.) And here was a vast mobile library 
of oral history - first hand accounts of ôHow WE dealt with our repeat abortionsõ. ôHow WE learned 
to live with cellulite and without menõ. Oh yes. And, ôHow WE sufferedõ. (Pause.) My home was 
not a bleeding home. My home was a total stranger to certainty. My home was this moving 
feast to victimisation, a mercurial shrine to mutual misery. It was this brick caravan. A sick 
staging post for my ôsickening for somethingõ mum and her salon of embittered souls. 
(Pause.) Sad. Miserable. Definitely diflas. (Lengthy pause.) A magnet for Cancer. It was asking 
for the furry fragments harbouring disease. It was. You can see it plain as day with 
hindsight. ( Long pause.) But I did fancy one of the Mormons. I remember him like he was here 
now. Now. Here and now. Starched shirt heaven he was. Mmm. Mmm. He was so spanking 
clean and his kit always sparkled. A voice like an angel. A gob suited to poetry. A smell like 
Fabreeze. (Long pause.) That fat friend of hers was a whiz at waste not want not home-knitting. 
Sheõd often make winders of my outstretched undernourished arms. Weõd be connected 
then, and then, being so close, Iõd easily detect her sweat. Bitter sweat. Acid drops, like the 
tart stories tripping of her tongue. ( Pause.) Well, it happened that her eldest son, oh yes, the 
fat girls always get up the duff and marry a munter, her eldest son a would you believe it 
throwback to her own dirty father, a boy with an intelligent quotient  not much bigger than 
his thirteen years, had been laying the widespread art of mutual masturbation and oral sex 
on his none the wiser siblings. Mummies and Daddies it was. They said none the wiser but we 
know. We always know. Screen memory, thatõs what. We know where innocence went. And 
we know when. ( Pause.) So, Mummies and Daddies it was. And, later in the cross examining, 
and- through the transport of childrenõs TV to a parallel universe, fucking Doctors and 
fucking  Nurses. Erotic role play learned from  erotic role models. (Pause.) This bitõs sore see, this 
bitõs very swollen, very very swollen indeed. What this bit needs is a special kiss. It does. It really does. 
It  really needs a very very special kiss. (Pause.) Oh the mystery of it all - life, death and the 
universe, perversely unknitting itself. The magic. Tragic it is. The plain stitch you could say, 
and the pearl, undone. (Pause.) Oh, the eight year old brother, in particular, the one with 
flaking skin, heõd taken to it like a duck to water. Born to it, so the story goes. (Pause.) 
Destiny I suppose. A like -it -or-lump -it lot, or fate. Just one of the many several themes of my 
obsessive verbal thesis- even then, in my abusive childhood, building like sharply 
contrasting thread. Take another look at me, go on. Iõm sitting a bachelorõs degree in Creative 
Suicide. University of Fuck Ups Bridgend. Now then. Show me some fucking respect. 
(Pause.) At that clinic they told me to steer clear of contrasts. Contrasts, they said, oooh, 
terrible things, they can do  your head in, drive you totally insane. Shades of grey, they said, 
indefinable, neither one thing or the other, so much better for the psyche than black and 
white. So much better for you. For you, you with your profile. Well, shit like that can stick in 
your memory forever. ( Pause.) And you pass it on. You do. You pass it on. (Long pause.) Fat 
Sharon knitted me a chic cardigan as it happens. Fat wool. The cardigan of many colours, the 
coat of all the ends of wool that no-one else wanted. The sore pink stood out like a sucked 
thumb. Talk about fucking contrast! ( Pause.) I had absolutely no idea what oral sex was, then. 



 

  

Talking about it. Talking about what you might do, given just half a chance - thatõs what I 
thought it was. All gob, I thought it was, all gob  and no fucking action. (Pause.) All gob and 
no fucking action. Thatõs poetry for you- the oral sex of the thinking classes. (Pause. Stubs out 
the cigarette.) Iõve hated my emotionally disabled mother for far too long, far too long. So long 
itõs been debilitating. ( Pause.) Bitter, as bitter as fat Sharonõs perspiration, thatõs what I am 
now. Not thinking. Not doing. Not doing a thing. How close to a definition of death is that? 
(Pause. She finishes the chocolate and throws the wrapper away.) Angel, I told you. I told you 
didnõt I. I told just you. I never told anyone else. No-one. Itõs our little secret this is. Sacred. 
(Pause.) She shone this bright halogen torch right up my vagina once, twice. And Iõve never 
fucking forgiven her for it. Thatõs secret. Thatõs sacred. (The electric goes again. The sudden 
darkness is penetrated by street lighting.) Fuck me! (She feels her way to a window.) Alright, 
alright. Hold on to your fucking black and white minds. Hold tight to your secrets. Itõs just 
another power surge. We get these intermittent surges. Outages says Owen. We get these 
electrical surges all the time. Itõs the collective desires of the independence movement. 
Theyõre firestarting someoneõs heart. Somethingõs not connecting right. (Pause.) It donõt 
matter to me now- I sold my computer. I abandoned all my internet abilities and liabilities. 
(Pause.) Thereõs a full Moon though, look, wide as you like, a pale untanned cracked arse, full 
on Moon. (Pause.) Crikey! Catatonia on the universal radio. Heõll be tuning in, my Owen. 
Thereõs special that is. (Pause.) Well, like I tried to explain to my imaginary therapist, the 
halogen with itõs phallic penetration, that was altogether too much light to put upon my 
front bottom. And once in real therapy I remained ver y tight lipped. ( Pause.) Plainly. I was at 
a vulnerable age then. They do say, donõt they, people from all quarters, that you can never 
get enough internal illumination, well this was way too much. Black and shiny. Battery 
driven. A floodlit cricket pitch.  An invasion of privacy, a palpable surfeit of look -see. This 
was way too much. (Pause.) I remember, clear as you like on rewind. Rewind stop and play. 
There was this plain as day determination on my mamõs face. Extraordinary now that I come 
to think about  it. (Pause.) Yes. Thatõs what that expression was- ugly self -interested obsessive 
sexualised determination. (Returns to her chair and lights another cigarette. After the first drag the 
electricity is restored.) Mam! Is that you? But Lord, oh Lord, my own sweet love child is 
elsewhere. Taken from me. Gone. As good as dead, mam! MY BABY!! She needed things. 
Shiny things, emotional treasures. Things Iõd lost the power to give. She needed my 
illumination, my guiding light. ( Long pause.) Angel? Where the fuck are you. I need you. I 
need you. I need you. I need you. Are you there? 

 

(We see a form appear in the room, pale faced, dressed in black. He approaches her but will not venture 
into the sharp light.) 

 

ANGEL PRESENCE 

I am always relatively near.  

 

VICKY  

As near as my motherõs breath, her soft voice soothing in the throws of my violent Asthma? 
That near? Dear? As near as her fingers in the tangles of my freshwashed hair? The water 



 

  

warmed but not too warm and softened, thick with valley camomile. Closer maybe? The 
closest even? As murderously close as her cold blood crusted beneath my broken fingernails? 
(Shouting.) Did you fucking hear me screaming!? 

 

ANGEL  

Ever near. Nearer. Never separate. 

 

VICKY  

Always! You promised. You said for fucking all ways! You said.  You promised. 

 

ANGEL  

Promises like prayers can drift forever on the air. For always. Yes! I said as much. 
Inseparable. 

 

VICKY  

Good. Yes. Thatõs good. Thatõs very fucking good for me because I need you Angel Presence. 
God damn you for ever truly being! But  I really do need you. I need you for my lost darling 
and for me. (Pause.) And ôWhat kind of shoes are those you wear, that you can ride upon the air?õ 

 

ANGEL  

Letõs get to it. What then? What in particular? What would you need me for now? (He retreats 
to the shadows. Long pause.) 

 

VICKY  

An ending would be nice. No more bloody loop the blasted bloody loop. That would be very 
nice. An ending at last. An ending, at last, to this endless cunting everything. An ending. Oh 
cunt yes. Howõs that for fucking starters? (No reply. She pours herself a drink. Pause.) I woke up, 
see. Twelve- remodelled by early onset puberty. I was pale and pre-menstrual. Lonely. She 
was out, partying, getting a new life. Out in a manõs dress suit, parading herself as a man. 
Brazen as you like. A man sheõd lifted out of the closet. (Pause. Screams.) DADDY! ( Long 
pause.) The babysitter was asleep, mouth wide open catching spiders, her knitting for 
Ethiopia held in cartoon freeze frame. (Pause.) The tall lodger had returned. His lodgingõs 
door was accidentally ajar, the light inviting. I saw. I saw him. Oh yes. I saw. These eyes- 
enormously Welsh, a mix of grey and blue. I saw he was on his bony back on the lodgingõs 
floor, naked, pallid, his scrawny outline marked by pallid skin coloured ca ndles. Lit. The lot 
of them. He was lit up like a thirtieth birthday cake. Spam on fire he was. And he was 
chanting softly - words. Words Iõd never heard. A magic language. Vague tongues. Couldõve 
been Druid. And he was entirely oblivious, working away, jer king himself off, the body fluid 
an unappetising grey-white, more juicy than snot. ( Pause.) Itõs Natureõs way, that- bleedy 



 

  

multi -seeding overkill. (Pause.) But hell. This was something new, something I had never 
previously seen. Maybe, this was something I was meant to see. Maybe it was dyed in the 
wool with Jungian significance. ( Long pause.) There are no errors down here, in this place, 
never. No victims. Nothing said is ever wasted. Only sour things are really tasted. (Long 
pause.) Iõll tell you then. Iõll tell you when my turn came. (Pause.) Hereõs the dangerous black 
and white of it. He was fairy tale handsome. Half dark, half light, a maestro Destino holding 
tight to his wriggly seed and living in wait for id ealistic, unsuspecting me. (Pause.) Bang! 
(Pause.) The determined spermatozoa of this South American psychotic finally blending like 
a raspberry slush puppy deep within me. Whoosh! All natural and unnatural rush. All.. fuck 
me, all arse about face, all..well, oh my gosh. (Pause.) She came the full term later- baby, baby, 
baby, baby, the grapefruit flowering of my ice cold screw with Mister Destino. Ouch! Ouch, 
ouch, ouch. Ouch and endless whining uterine pain. Nothing fucking grey about that. 
Nothing fucking  grey about that at all. Pain and punishment, it was, in proper real overkill. 
Lemon. (Pause.) Oh God! God love her. Baby Lemon. (Pause.) She was this magic carnival of 
blood spattered caramel skin whose sick as a fuck father flew from consequences like birds 
from active earthquake zones. (Pause.) He migrated into madness. (Pause.) We share a 
common ground. Not at all a cricketer. Not at all a heterosexual. Not at all one solitary thing 
heõd ever said he was. Not one solitary thing. (Pause.) Andé And, this is not an episode I 
care to dwell on anymore. (Pause.) Angel! (Pause.) Angel, change my bloody tune. Please! 
(Long pause.) This is the thing. Itõs not that I hear voices. There is no choice. I tell him things. I 
tell things to my personal Angel, see, itõs easy, thatõs how I lay it on him, look, itõs easy-peasy. 
Yeah and whatõs magic is that we can always edit out the bits that donõt fit in the frame. The 
bits that frighten, the bits that we donõt like, we can always trash them and abandon them on 
the cutting room floor. Thatõs life. Cut flowers. Cut ties. Lost babies. (Long pause.) They came 
in the end, like educated thieves. The stealers of fresh souls. But they were stale, smelling of 
the London Underground. Interlopers. Handbags, briefcases, voices thin l ike tin. (Pause.) She 
was perfectly still..little Iona, my baby lemon. Hardly breathing. ( Pause.) In the end they told 
me I was ill. Obviousness, itõs not a trait I immediately warm to. (Pause.) It has not been the 
same from that day to this. Not so much as a plastic pot to piss in. No peace. (Pause.) And 
there is never the literary room on all of them endless and meaningless forms to tell it to 
whoever..as it is or as it was..with grit and poetry. ( Pause.) Life, my fucking lonely life! Life 
without the cry ing of Iona. My lemon Iona. Mine. ( Pause.) She was mine, something of me to 
live beside. How Welsh is that? (Long pause.) Peculiar. But not so very strange- if ever I tried 
to tell them bitches at the super-real DHSS how it might be, how it will  be even, their 
scrubbed hands bright with screaming wedding bands would press some silent bell that sent 
a silent signal to security. (Pause.) There are always devices under the counters of the state. 
Always. Thereõs no point in making a proletariat fuss. Thatõs the point of sale for you. 
(Pause.) Itõs the gypsy vibe, thatõs always done for me. Romance. Romancing and Romanies. 
All the valley roads leading to eternal Rome. ( Pause.) Oh, I lose count. I have been removed 
that many times! I have been removed to places of detention, kept in against my will after 
school. Itõs countless. Countless. I must not write rude words. I must not write rude words. I 
must not write fucking rude words. The cunts. ( Pause.) I have even been removed from 
where Iõve already been removed to. (Long pause.) Removal by subterfuge. They do that to 
pariahs- the social. Listen. The institutionalised social conscience of the nation weeds and 
reseeds with the venom of gardeners intent on improving  on Godõs work. Itõs true. Blinding. 
They deliberately confuse the roots of the great unwanted with constant changes of venue. 
Demolition and resettlement. Thatõs the preferred weapon. Thatõs what this is. Lemon 



 

  

demolition. ( Pause.) And they would gas us if they could. Oh, yes they fucking would. And, 
even as I speak, they plan to re-house me, temporary, in the midst of a known infestation. 
Low -rise they call it. Howõs that for compromise. (Pause.) Victoria Worth, this is without a 
doubt what defeat tastes like. Oh! They made me believe it. I am not worthy. They made me 
see it, alright. The initial ôvõ is for victim. Putative victim. Oh yes. I disputed it, me. Itõs a Ms, I 
said, a fucking big M with a fucking small S. I have no title, madam, though Lady Victoria 
Worth of Merthyr Tydfil, does have a certain fri gging ring to it, donõt it. Martyr me go on. 
The social climber that I am. (Pause.) A little civility - itõs the least you can do. Is it too much to 
ask a Civil Servant to be fucking civil? (Pause.) There, top of the form, left hand side- ôYour 
given name.õ Given at the outset. V for vermin. Welsh vermin. ( Pause.) Yes. Sheõs the vermin 
of the valley...oh, my Lord. Sing that why donõt you. Canu. Canu. Sing that, if you will. 
(Pause.) I seem to have spent the most of my life being kissed goodnight by disease ridden 
rats. (Lengthy pause.) Angel? 

 

ANGEL  

(Emerging from deep shadow.) Yes. 

 

VICKY  

Oh. You donõt mind. Please. Please donõt mind. I thought you might be sleeping. 

 

ANGEL  

We creatures created by conflict seldom sleep. 

VICKY  

No. No, thatõs right. We never ever really sleep do we? We fly. We eat crap. We are the flies 
who ride upon the air.  

 

ANGEL  

What is it? 

 

VICKY  

You already know that. You fucking said. All seeing. All bloody knowing. Tricky dicky. 
Clever arse. Tart from heaven that you are. Ineffable, thatõs what you said. Donõt look now, 
your fucking haloõs showing! Youõre fucking glowing you are, radiating, leaking rivers of 
unbearable loveliness. You know the truth. Go on. Be a friend. Give us the proof. 

 

(Angel sits on the arm of the sofa nearest to Vicky.) 

 

 



 

  

ANGEL  

Nearer by the year? Is that really what you want? 

 

VICKY  

Yes. Alright. Nearer. Take me home with you if you like!  

 

ANGEL  

As near as next year say? 

 

VICKY  

Oh yes! Please. Next year. Yes! Tomorrow, even. You know me Angel. You know me. I 
loathe sitting in a shitting queue, never could abide waiting. Tomorrow could not be soon 
enough for me. 

 

ANGEL  

Fine. The very near future it is. Iõll begin. (We hear a blast of trumpets.) ôMother, Whore, 
Daughter, Holy Ghostõ. 

 

VICKY  

Hey! Bollocks! What the hell are you doing!? Look, skip the fucking intro! Weõre already 
irretrievably lapsed. You said so. Go on, fast forward to the main feature. Wide -screen, HD 
and surround sound, thatõs it. Full on. Full frontal. Give me the full bloody monty! There is 
no saving me now. Oh God! Let me clap eyes on the one true ethereal blue planet spinning 
against a spangly star filled sky. Me taking the tabs again bang on time, visionary drugs as 
properly prescribed by my physician. Me being a good girl, a good patient. P atient. Mum. 
Struck dumb. Me eking out my tiresome dying. Me eking out the illusion of living the long 
death like we do. (Pause.) That massive copper gong thing. God! Give me. Give me. Give me 
that muscled up fuck machine and the massive copper gong thing. (Pause.) And ice-cream, 
cinema ice-cream. Oh! Mr Angel Presence, please! Please! We gotta have Neapolitan ice-
cream. And..and..and that mighty MGM lion with his mighty shaggy mane roaring 
ôSHOWTIMEõ. ôSHOWTIMEõ. (Shouting.) Give it to me! Fucking give it to me! Iõm just 
gagging for it, gagging for it, gagging for it.  

 

ANGEL  

Of course. (He leans forward and touches the TV which instantly bursts into life.) Here it is then, 
whatõs to be, an irritating little gift really. Magic as itõs meant to be. Just like that- a present of 
the tiresome future. Near enough for you? See, the pictureõs great! (Pause.) Looks familiar 
donõt it. It is. Your drab life in celluloid. See, the same, the same, and then more and then 
more of the bleeding same. And a cracking good cinema surround sound to boot. Look. The 



 

  

cabinet highly polished to a mirror gleam. The colour perfectly balanced. ( Pause.) And, for 
my next shot at a spot of psychic phenomena, something of a curiosity in serious sepia tones- 
a true video record of the lonely death of your maternal grandmother.  

 

VICKY  

(Shocked.) But..! 

 

ANGEL  

Oh yes. Itõs a white knuckle ride alright. 

 

VICKY  

Look! (Pause.) God! (Pause.) It is me. Itõs me. Look. I mean sheõs so like me it might as well be 
me. No! No, wait a minute. It is me. Itõs me! It is me. Look- fuck! I am my mother. I am. 
(Pause.) Shit! (Pause.) So! So is this what this is all about? (Pause.) Yes. Thatõs it. That is what 
youõre saying. That is what youõre showing me. And, look, yes. Yes. I am my motherõs 
birthmother. ( Pause.) Fuck! (Pause.) It really is me. God! Sixty eight, stuck fast in a terrace in 
Nant -y-moel, dead to the world and sleeping for all eternity. ( Pause.) Demolished now. The 
polished floors no more. Gone. Plank by plank . (Angel returns to the shadows and the TV blacks 
out.) Now what? ( Then violently.) No! Donõt do this to me. No! (Pause.) Fuck you! (Very long 
pause. Then gently.) Where are you sweet wraith? (No reply. Pause.) Gone. (Pause.) The bastard! 
Just like a man. See! See, do not, whatever you do put your trust in bargain basement 
demons. They can be flawed too. Fantastic but true. Flawed phantasmagoria, flightless and 
on the fucking floor, it is their way. The left hand, underhanded way of the unknown. The 
way of the milk white diamonds of the universe. ( Pause.) Chipped. Thatõs what they are. 
Chipped. Corrupt. Fallen and imperfect. ( Lengthy pause.) Itõs us, though. Thatõs what it is. 
Thatõs all. Us. Itõs all our fault. Itõs the fault of all our unrelenting wanting. We make them. 
And we make them dangerously fickle. And, sometimes, we make them behave..too 
humanly. We make them say and do like we do. Saying and doing things like lovers in love 
with the idea of love. ( Pause.) Sometimes it rains rainstorms in my head. Hidden tears. Long, 
long years of them. (Pause. She pours another drink.) Thatõs where I went wrong. Thatõs what 
screwed me, finally did for me - giving out on the first date to lovers in love with the idea of 
lust. Giving out to would be angels. ( Long pause.) No. (Pause.) I canõt say that Iõve given too 
much thought to my being my mother. God! Thereõs way too much Karma vested in those 
thighs for mere mortals. (Pause.) I may. (Pause.) I may. (Pause.) I may warm to it..given time. 
Itõs all a matter of balance. See-saw. Slide. Swings and roundabouts. (Pause.) She breastfed 
me. Thatõs one for, a plus. A tick in the meagre Yes list. (Pause.) Her adoptive father though, 
Frank, whoõs public persona was almost perpetually Christmassy, on account of his rosy 
cheeks and hirsute nature, he said to me, bold as you like, how heõd always wanted to kiss 
my tits and rent me asunder. Well, blow me down! Frank. ( Pause.) The ways of the covert 
paedophile are many and mysterious like ungodly goods that insinuate into our paradi se 
from other dimensions. Ungodly goods seeping into our paradise club from other locations. 
Foreigners. Interlopers. Weirdoes. Just like the souls of penny-pinching proprietors who 
place soiled sheets ironed and reversed in overnight accommodation in cheap hotels. Cheap 



 

  

lives. What the eye donõt see the heart wonõt grieve. (Pause.) Granddad! No! ( Pause.) Why!? 
Why steal from me like that? (Long pause.) In one foul -mouthed and foul admission he laid to 
waste this cherished garden from my memories of childh ood. Sweet, not bitter. Sweet cider 
apples. Cherry trees. The honeysuckled swing where he sat me on his knee and swung. The 
indescribable scent in Somerset like something sent from heaven. Thatõs gone now. (Pause.) 
Now, thatõs definitely one for the burgeoning against column. And, as we speak, surprise 
fucking surprise, the holy Noes have it. The holy Noes have always had it. Now and forever. 
Amen. 

 

(The phone rings and the answerphone cuts in.) 

 

VICKY  

(Upbeat answerphone message.) Organic chocolate- 90% cocoa, itõs the new sex. No, donõt hang 
up. Whoever you are, and letõs face it you could be just about anybody, I need you to leave 
me some sweet crumb of comfort, nutter or not. So oblige me, please..after the Welsh-
speaking tone. 

 

FEMALE VOICE  

Vicky, pick up. Baby, itõs me. (Pause. The line goes dead. Long Pause. She erases the message and 
waits for the machine to reset. Long pause.) 

 

VICKY  

Shit! Look at me, Miss Piggy, stuck in fucking Cardiff, all out of chocolate. ( Pause.) I hate 
paedophile pink. ( Pause.) I never do pork sword pink. Not anymore. No.  

 

(Blackout.) 

 

 

Scene Two 

 

  (The next day. We hear intrusive urban noise. The curtains are closed but sunlight is 
piercing the gloom. The low light gently reveals Vicky asleep on the sofa wrapped in a pale lemon 
blanket. She is dreaming and clearly agitated. Angel appears out of the shadows and stands behind her 
head. Slowly the urban noise gives way to the sound of streams and birdsong. Vicky calms down and 
continues sleeping. He finally turns to us.) 

 

 

 



 

  

ANGEL  

We first met on this corrupt and morally disgusting plane, in Spartan, corrugated space. 
Welsh social space with a scuffed pink and peeling grey interior. Cramped on account of the 
adjacent Bingo. An oddly uninviting annex to a  community centre in Ogmore Vale, it was. 
The both of us new to it, green as you like, quite unused to the parameters of our peculiar 
being. My human guise creaking, ill -fitting. Not at all weathered. Uncomfortably new -born. 
In fact about as uncomfortable as a new leather shoe. You know the feeling. Made to 
measure- proper posh, but bristling with exactness. And her holistic state, the whole 
caboodle, from the low moan resonance in her base Chakras to the bitter tears in her third 
eye, it was not at all anything her New -age reading had prepared her for. Lord! All the gurus 
in creation could not have coached her for it. (Pause.) The Cymraig rain, see, drummed on the 
metal roof like machine -gun fire. Bon Jovi drowning the thin lipped hymns. Metallica 
peppering  the Mediumõs prayers with demonic laughter. The magicianõs smell of damp 
leather and mothproofed wool insinuating itself amongst the dull felt hats and loose hosiery. 
In a flash I could see she was distressed so I filled her ears with the ambient sounds of 
freshwater rills and birdsong. And, in her holed heart, I pressed this museum quality copy of 
the essential guide to the whys and the wherefores of the heavenly hosts. Immense. Pure Celt 
it is. A golden harp emblazoned on the cover. Oh, my kind is mentio ned there. Des Anges. 
Weõve won entries in The Book Of Being. (Long pause. The sound of streams and birdsong fades. 
Silence.) The Presences, thatõs us- the angels strictly without wings. Personal trainers of the 
damaged soul. Experts in the development of spiritual muscle. We have right. ( Pause.) Oh 
yes. I have this God given provenance. Title. My line is imbued with historical significance. 
There is longevity- the legitimacy of being timeless. Certainty. Form. Presence. Thereõs 
nothing in the least bit iff y about me. (Lengthy pause.) The bugger is thereõs always an unruly 
queue at these functions. Listen. Like iron filings we are. Chips off the old block of God 
drawn to the magnet of life as you know it. And this particular clairvoyant, an unusually 
attractive channel being blessed with an ambivalent sexuality and a genius intelligence, that 
and a five star, state of the art, faster than the speed of light, landing platform, he had it all. 
He had it all and hardly an inkling. But, you could see your face in it. You could fine tune. 
Adjust things. Shiny, see, like a kiddies playground slide. As a consequence, it was mayhem. 
A ruck outside The Millennium Stadium. All the obliging bums of all the arriving angels 
gladly giving wellie to the brilliant gloss of it.  I was out of the scrum, second in the line-up. 
Not exactly a volunteer but volunteered for the duty by the due process of spiritual evolution. 
Cast aside then chosen. Adopted. Nothing to complain of there, other than the irritation of 
having to endure the sheer banality of the first connection. There should be some sort of 
over-ride, we said. There should be a union. That was the general feeling of the queue. We all 
wanted to pull the plug and move on. The lot of us. Itõs true, well, some visitations seem 
hardly worth troubling the ether for. ( Pause.) This faceless soldier, his symmetry destroyed 
by a stray mortar, still only an apprentice flier, well, he said he was a trench friend of Rupert 
Brooke, said heõd waited decades, more than half a century, to tell his grandson to plant 
anemone corms. There. As if anemones might draw him somehow closer. Closer to what? 
Closer to an understanding that life is death? Yes. Closer to an understanding that life is 
death. Thatõs what! (Pause.) I see it now. Of course I bloody see it now. All of it. The lot. But 
my impatience then was paramount, the eagerness completely blinding me to the poetry in 
the message. (Pause.) Anemones for estrangement. Thatõs it. Anemones for estrangement. 
(Pause.) Attachment and death. They are the breath of love. (Pause.) And life on Earth can be 



 

  

this formida ble estrangement from the afterlife. For some of you, the burden of it all is barely 
bearable. Yes. (Pause.) And he called me. Come on down, he was screaming, come on down. 
Me. And I was there, just like that, ahead of myself. Right in there. Right in there and 
cramping his  already trembling cortex. Impatience see, rampant excitation. I was in there 
before his moving lips had so much as half a chance to settle. The congregation heard him 
gasp. Lord! First I was in, then I was out..an escaped thought trapped in revolving door s. 
The medium immediately sat down. His face pale and growing paler. And then he shouted 
out in some confusion, fearful, tearful, Victoria Worth, Vicky with a V, as if the name itself was 
something that he needed to be rid of. Victoria Worth. ( Pause.) She spotted me. Yes. She 
spotted me. By some short circuit in her poetic sense she clocked me moving between the 
dimensions, a part of me here, then flit flit, a part of me there. I was not happy. I was not 
happy. But, our eyes met then, the hands of them wet with tears of joy, and they were 
waving in unbridled delight. Meeting. Parting. Repeating. Exploding. This was applause. 
This was proper applause. Ascension and Unification. The Angel Presence and his given ôjobõ 
well met. (Pause.) Weõve been inseparable since. Blood brothers. (Pause.) And, you know, she 
really is her mother, really, and hence she is her motherõs mother. The poor cow. (Long pause.) 
Thereõs a dead stream runs through Nant-y-moel, itõs smooth rocks kissing Coke cans and 
Co-operative shopping baskets. Thereõs life for you. It wasnõt always like it is now. Iona 
Davis daughter of Thelma and Arthur John. The sapling gran. The Mam -gu and the Nain. 
Sheõd fish there with jam jar and string, her hair a mass of smiles, like Shirley Temple. And 
sheõd unwind a mile of bootlace and dip pale toes into the summer chill of silver tumbled 
from the Sugar Loaf mountain. They were real childhoods then. Frail things. Brittle twigs of 
bitter Liquorice and plump Sherbet Lemons. Old summers, the beginnings of the end  of such 
innocent things. How could she possibly know that there, lurking like a demon in the 
shadows of her future, lay Somerset with it s strictures, sins and ruin? (Pause.) She will wake 
now. (He retreats to the shadows.) 

 

 (Vicky waking. Increasingly agitated. She takes a tablet. She goes to the windows and draws the 
curtains. Sunlight floods in. She suddenly dives into a packing case, finds a pink chiffon hat and puts 
it on. She turns her back to the brightness. Then, in a shrill voice, her arms beginning to beat violently 
at her sides, and building to a crescendo of noise and activity, she mimics her mother.) 

 

VICKY  

Victoria Worth! Missy manners! Victoria Worth! And what fucking time do you call this? 
Vicky with a V. This is the fucking absolute pits.  Itõs just not cunting decent. Not cunting 
delicate. No cunt. Not in the least. Just like your waste of a father. Vicky with a V. Vicky with 
a V. Just like your frigging father. It is just not cunting decent. Look at you. By God! You are 
a lazy little slut . You are. You are a lazy, lazy, a lazy little slut. Itõs just not fucking normal. 
Itõs awry. Fly. Fussy. Just like your Earl Grey father. Him shoving shit uphill most days- itõs 
just not normal. Fudge packing. Itõs just not normal. Itõs just not fucking n ormal. And donõt 
you ever go on thinking that he gets away with it. He doesnõt. Oh! Youõll thank me in the 
end. Thereõs a whole long list, a list as long as my arm of fucking things itõs not. So, best you 
shake yourself my girl. A little bit of discipline it never hurt anyone. Nobody. And no 
daughter of mine is ever going to sleep in after midday without an illness. Blood and guts. 
Thatõs what we want to see. Show me enough blood and bloody bloody guts and weõll think 



 

  

about breaking open the frigging First  Aid tin. Maybe. And, whilst weõre on the subject, 
blood- filthy discharge, menstruation, itõs not an illness you know. No itõs not. It never was. 
Never. And it never is. Really! Vicky with a fucking V. Itõs not even Biblical. Not at all. Not to 
my knowled ge. The bishops kicked it out God bless ôem. And it never will be if I can help it. 
Do you bloody hear me? I shudder to think what Mary might have made of tampons. 
(Lengthy pause.) Youõre not ill are you? (Pause.) ôCourse youõre not ill. Youõre just soft in the 
bleeding head, thatõs what. Short of stock in the lighting shop, you. Right. I know what. Shift 
that fat arse out of that bed and into the bathroom, sharpish. Come on. Shift that fat arse into 
that fucking bathroom and get a good hold of that bathsi ze bar of carbolic. Thatõll do the 
business. Thatõll sort things. Shove it in the filthy crack of it. Right up. Thatõs right dearie- 
tickle your cervix with cleanser. And shift that fat arse! I can smell the problem. I can. Phew. 
Course I bloody can. May God strike me down! I wonõt kill you. No. I promise you that. 
Now, donõt tell me. Donõt you even start. All your sweaty little creases, all your cheesy 
nooks, all of your crannies, all your top and bottom fannies, they could do with a right good 
soaping. You canõt tell me. You canõt tell me nothing. Iõm a Primary School teacher, me. I 
know it all. Educated they call it. I know it all madam. The whole curriculum. ( Pause.) 
Thereõs bells, here, ringing in my ears like heaven knows what. Itõs deafening. Youõve been 
suppurating my girl. Thatõs what youõve been up to. Ding ding. Thatõs what Iõm being told. 
Youõve been suppurating. Secretly suppurating. Bleeding suppurating. Jeezus! Youõre not 
even on the bus, you. Youõre all dreams you, Victoria Worth. Brain dead. Stationary. Head in 
the clouds and peaches in your blouse. Dreams, dreams and designer jeans. Thatõs you to a 
T. New-age. New-age Vicky with a fucking V. And look at you. New -age? You make me feel 
so old. You do. You know you do. Itõs deliberate that is. Wilful. I look at you and.. ( Pause.) 
Oy! Fucking look at me when Iõm talking to you! (Pause.) I look at you and..no. Go on. 
(Pause.) Look at me, all pent up in chiffon and a secret bustiere. And look at you. Just look at 
you. Go on. Take a fucking good long look at yourself. Hereõs a mirror- me. Suicidal? Youõre 
kidding me. No. No way. Youõre far too self-interested. Donõt you ever give me that one. 
Selfish you, selfish with a capital S. Top yourself! Get away! You delusional little bitch. You 
fucking irresp onsible, childish, little bitch. Donõt you ever dare lay that modernist magazine 
strategy on me. Iõm your mam cunt. Blame your father, heõs the unnatural depressive. 
Flawed or what! Heõs floor level thatõs what. Snake height he is. Sticking his dick in shit! Itõs 
just not humanly possible to sink any lower. Heõs the one. Heõs the one investing in hellfire 
and damnation. Heõs the one with more than a pecuniary interest in the fluctuations of the 
fucking pink pound. I hate that, do you hear me, Vicky. Pretty Vicky. Vicky with a V. Here 
pretty, pretty Vicky. Kissy kissy Vicky. I fucking hate that! Iõm dying here and heõs minted, 
making his media millions. See! See what you do!? You make mumsie feel fucking failed, 
fucking failed and forty eight. Fucking failed and forty eight. Fucking failed and forty eight. 
Fucking failed and forty eight. ( Pause.) Heõs dumped me, darling. The undecided one. Do 
you hear me. The dickõs dumped me. Said Iõd make a better lesbian! Me. Yes! You heard me 
right! He said Iõd make a better lesbian, darling. Fit for licking a clitoris, he said. I canõt say 
Iõve ever felt so cosmopolitan. (Pause.) He was fit though Vick. God. Better than Cappuccino. 
Muscles building on the muscles. Rock hard. He was very fit. (Pause.) Mind you, more than 
once flaccid in the cock department. But, fair dues, he said he wanted children. Two boys he 
said- kids to emulate his favourites, The Righteous Brothers. That was no go. Awful for him. 
What a bummer really. Me with the snip to cap it all. He could see his d reams evaporating. 
He was crestfallen, pet. Cheated see. Emasculated. The rage rising in him like lemon vomit. 
(Pause.) Well look at you, pathetic dumpling. And look at me for pityõs sake, me at my age. 



 

  

Creased. More wrinkles than a Shar Pei. The spirit worn and all those shiny disco outfits cast 
adrift. Me, buggered, dull, beyond repair. Me, beyond repair and bleeding internally. The 
specialists have nothing left to staunch the flow. Nothing. Unstoppable it is. I always was 
unstoppable, me. Scorpio see. (Suddenly softer and mocking. The arms floaty.) You read todayõs 
paper, treasure? They found a cure for galloping gut rot yet? Anything good on the old TV? 
Neighbours, maybe. Thereõs reality for you. I like a good dose of community, me. (Then 
instantly still . She puts the pink hat back in the packing box. Then chillingly strident.) Cut. Cut it 
Angel, and print it.  

 

(Blackout.) 

 

Scene Three 

 

  (Later the same day. A blast of street noise. All the curtains are dancing in the breeze 
against open windows and the flat is flooded with denuding light. No sign of Angel. We find Vicky 
entering in bra and pants, her hair done up in a towel. She closes the windows. She searches for a 
towelling robe and finally puts that on. She sits down and lights a cigarette. She hears the electric 
kettle click off. Leaving the cigarette burning in the ashtray, she exits and returns having made a cup 
of green tea. She takes a long drag on her cigarette.) 

 

 

VICKY  

Itõs green tea this, green tea with bits of lemon. Citrus. My favourite. I do have this obsessive 
affinity with the bitterness of it. ( Pause.) Now and then I do relent. I soften. I repent. I relapse 
and relent, and sling in an artificial sweetener. Aspartamine, it can be the high -light of my 
benefit dependent day. Secret prayers said for a sugar-daddy. Sacred wishings whispered at 
the temple of Prozac and Hermesetas. Thereõs hoping for absolution for you. Thereõs longing 
for wealth. ( Pause.) Thereõs proper psychotherapeutic absolution for you. Proper goal-setting. 
Aims. Thereõs ruthless for you. Charting the progression of inescapable ordinariness from 
here to fucking here. Anything to produce a certificate. Ambition - itõs the grail of the hopeless. 
For the vast majority of us, empty. Empty of meaning. Well, thereõs always more empty than 
plenty. (Pause.) Hollow as the grave. Thatõs what we are. (Pause.) And you know, donõt you, 
you know just how bloody lucky I am. How bloody grateful I am to Buddha that he ever 
breathed. You know, donõt you, how itõs such a blessed relief to live this life as it really is. 
Glory me! Iõm in this state of constant religious ecstasy, me, living this life as it really, really 
is. (Pause.) Right. Right. And what the hell would he know, Jabba the fucking holy Hut. Tens 
of thousands of broken lives meltin g in the crucible of Tiger Bay. Death happening, easy as a 
downpour, all in the blink of a Buddhistõs eye. (Lengthy pause.) And just think, just think for 
one moment. All of these innocent young leaves come hand plucked from the ancient 
Chinese mountains. A high born tea naturally low in caffeine. Itõs long history full of 
testimony to it s health giving properties. (Pause.) Weõre all full of shit. Thatõs the long and 
the short of it. Weõre all full of shit. (Pause.) Mam, I drink it for my health. I drink it to balance 
out all the cheap fags, all the chocolate, all the sherbet lemons. Astringent, anti-oxidant, 



 

  

antibacterial, thatõs what the packet says it is. Itõs very natural. Oh yes. Pure. Unsullied. 
(Pause.) Naturally itõs natural. Itõs tea. Tea in its entirety. Itõs believable. Utterly convincing. 
And itõs consumer fucking fashionable thatõs what it is. (Pause.) But, there you are. Itõs how I 
am. Itõs this fussy little facet of me. Itõs my little bit of icing on the lardy cake of life here in 
Cardiff. Green tea. The brew of crises. And, would you believe it, it comes in this very eye -
catching, bio-degradable box designed to compliment this yearõs range of ethnic tiling. Itõs 
sooo happening this. Itõs this glossy product that looks bloody marvellous in hand -crafted 
oak kitchens. It does. It really does. Mega posh it is. Satin finish. No kidding. ( Pause.) Did you 
see mine? No. Best not to. Youõd only throw up. (Pause.) Mine is a dangerous galley full of 
chipped Formi ca and a slow growing fungus, living evidence of seventies swiftness. That 
and a millennium salmonella in embryo. Camouflage, thatõs been my tactic to date. Hide the 
worst of it. Pretend it isnõt there. And Iõve tried to stuff my kitchen display areas full of 
things that holler hope. ( Pause.) Well, thereõs another badge of the underclasses- bright and 
cheery displays of top-notch non-essentials in, otherwise, sub-standard housing. Glaring it is. 
Conran chairs, say, understated but vivid with their deadly designitis, glittering in a prefab 
scheduled for demolition. ( Pause. Bellows in frustration.) Fuck! Fuck this constant pain! 
(Lengthy pause.) Paracetemol and Codeine, itõs never enough. Not now. (Pause.) This whole 
condemned block is a health hazard. Home to roaches, see. My Home Bitter Home. They had 
a thought though, the authorities. Theyõd spruce it up a bit. Put a gloss on it. They even 
renamed it Mandela House. As if a new name would conjure up a new beginning. That was 
the beginning of the end, thatõs all, the prelude to the demolition order. New Labour? What 
the fuck do they know. ( Pause.) Look, itõs simple. Itõs a wealth-free zone this, always was, but 
itõs still awash with brand-named anti-bacterial surfactants, negative Fung-Shui and 
unwashed Sushi dishes- richly lacquered souvenirs from mind -trips into Elle Decoration. 
Glossy see. You got to put a gloss on. You just got to. And the air is permanently fogged by 
incense sticks courtesy of crap craft fairs where sad white Rastafarians are all out to flog you 
something suspiciously devotional. You tell me, mam, where is there the incentive to give up 
smoking. (Pause.) Donõt you know anything? (Pause.) No mam, I know just nothing. Like you 
said, Iõm braindead. Stationary. Iõm always at the bus stop. Begging at the railway station. 
Just like you said. (Long Pause.) I wonder. Where do you keep the itch of your politics - out of 
reach I reckon. Out of reach of a bamboo backscratcher. So, you donõt fucking know. Itõs like 
I thought. Cunt. Minds numbed by pseudo -diplomacy. Niceties I call it. ( Pause.) Well, give us 
a minute. Itõs no big deal- shitting in the diplomatic bag of all your niceties. See, the poor 
poor of this part of the world, often as not, die of something much more immediate, 
something the rest of society overlooks, long before the cancer sets in. Violence for one. 
Millennium rape and pillage. Thereõs another. The blistering bad breath of the red dragon. 
Thereõs a mythic symptom. You can smell it as it dares to kiss you on the cheek. The cheek of 
the politicians. Men and women with Celtic halitosis. ( Pause.) Weõve cuts, you know, 
bleeding cuts, deep cuts, cuts that never heal and bruises that never fade. And weõve head 
pain, mam, pain beyond pain, cunting pain, pain beyond the pale and sleepless night s of 
pampered Surrey women. (Pause.) Oh donõt worry. Our kindly, black Sri Lankan doctorõs 
seen it all before. Itõs all routine to him. Itõs routine now he knows the language. Itõs all so 
clear. All so black and white at last. Itõs all so bloody routine now itõs got to be a bore to him. 
(Pause.) Catch a symptom. Go on. The air is thick with them. (Pause.) Issue driven TV. Thereõs 
one. (Pause.) Abuse in childcare. Thereõs another. (Pause.) Solvents and ecstasy. Thatõs it. Fear. 
Fear and fucking rampant apathy. (Pause.) Green tea. Crisis tea. The listõs endless. This 
special urban brew will be the death of many of the downtrodden round here. Death lurking 



 

  

in the damaged elevator. Death jerking himself off on the fire stairs. ( Pause.) Death? Yes. 
Death! No more breath. Itõs very fucking plain. And weõve got all the symptoms. But just you 
try getting a prescription for that on the fucking NHS. ( Lengthy pause.) Listen to me. Please, 
donõt you go losing me now. (Pause.) The thing is, I am still strangely drawn to skin like 
parchment. Always was. No grandfather, see. No tad -gu. No taid. (Pause.) My motherõs 
motherõs brother. That was as close as I was ever going to get. There was skin like 
parchment. He was no more than this fading face, a vaguely Chinoise face in a crowded 
brown photograph. A makeshift orchestra it was, somewhere in Bridgend. Some summer it 
must have been. Outside. Outside in his shirtsleeves. Pin striped cotton rolled up to the 
elbow. (Pause.) And in his pit worn hands a bow. Resin on his fingers. (Pause.) Well. Did he 
ever smoke and drink green tea and do ôcontraryõ mixed with ôout of bounds Bohemianõ like 
she did? They were artists, Iõd told myself. Artistic they were. Creative. Talented. Born to it. 
Revolutionary. They painted, see, wrote erotic poems and played instruments. (Pause.) They 
were my reason for being. I decided that, me. Theyõd help me, from the other side. That was 
more than reasonable. With their discarnate assistance I could act, paint, sing, write. Do 
anything. Make a proper name for myself. ( Pause.) After more than half an hour on a bus 
behaving like a food processor, I found the place, and I found Angel. ( Pause.) It was raining 
like hell. Heõs not well though, thatõs what I was thinking. (Pause.) The medium. The medium 
looked like he was dying. There were spinsters in the congregation crying. There were 
widows weeping, wetting their parched skin. ( Lengthy pause. Vicky lit like a ghost, repeating 
Angelõs words, putting herself in the third person.) [ ôShe spotted me.õ ] Thatõs how he tells it. [ ôYes. 
She spotted me. By some short circuit in her poetic sense she clocked me moving between the 
dimensions, a part of me here, then flit flit, a part of me there. I was not happy. I was not happy. But, 
our eyes met then, the hands of them wet with tears of joy, and they were waving in unbridled delight. 
Meeting. Parting. Repeating. Exploding. This was applause. This was proper applause. Ascension and 
Unification. The Angel Presence and his given ôjobõ well met. (Pause.) Weõve been inseparable since. 
Blood brothers. (Pause.) And, you know, she really is her mother, really, and hence she is her motherõs 
mother. The poor cow.õ ] (Pause. Vicky ôreturningõ, repeating, frail and frightened.) The poor cow. 
Thatõs as it is. For me. For me and Iona. My little sherbet lemon. Poor cow- thatõs how my 
fond Angel always tells it. ( Long pause. Desolate. Then to the audience pleading and despairing.) 
Iona. Me. Mam and Mamgu. Itõs there in the fucking unalterable biology. You can see that. 
The endless loop of it. (Shouts.) The endless fucking loop of it! (Pause.) No let up. Never. 
(Pause.) Never ever. (Long pause. Then a tearful and defeated realisation.) Shit! (Pause.) You can 
see me canõt you? Thatõs it! You can really sense meéwith all your senseséall of you. Oh 
God! Dear God! (Pause.) Duw. Duw. Iõve no rational explanation. Nothing remotely 
adequate. None whatsoever. (Pause.) What on earth must you lot think of me. ( Pause.) Iõm so 
sorry. Itõs rude of me, I know. But Iõve got to go. Thereõs a place and a time see. Thereõs 
always a proper place and time. Thatõs the Godõs truth. Shit! Iõve got to be there, again and 
again.. Got to. Got to. Got to. (Exits to the lavatory.) 

 

(Blackout) 

 

Scene Four 

 



 

  

  (Again the suspect veil between this world and Vickyõs is raised. Night. A downlight 
fades up on the fixed armchair. We hear waves of dull urban noise. An offstage door opens then closes. 
From the street we hear the arrival of massed men. We donõt see the Male Voice Choir but we hear it as 
it begins to sing- The Lily Of The Valley . When the singing stops, we hear a sash window opening 
in a rush. Immediately we hear an offstage voice shouting.) 

 

OFFSTAGE VOICE   

Dear God! Look at you. All of you. And look at the bloody time. Why is it you lot of boy 
scouts have not got buggering homes to go? Eh? Push off. You heard me. Back to the fucking 
valleys now. Go on. Sodding shove off! 

 

(We hear the window closing in an angry clatter. We hear the told choir dispersing with cursive 
mutterings. Silence, save for dull waves of urban noise. Eventually the annoying phone rings then the 
answerphone cuts in.) 

 

VICTORIA WORTH  

(Upbeat answerphone message.) Organic chocolate- 90% cocoa, itõs the new sex. No, donõt hang 
up. Whoever you are, and letõs face it you could be just about anybody, I need you to leave 
me some sweet crumb of comfort, nutter or not. So oblige me, please..after the Welsh-
speaking tone. 

 

FEMALE VO ICE 

Vicky, pick up. Itõs me, Vicky. (Pause.) Iõm dying, you sick bitch. Itõs Neath. Neath Accident 
and Emergency. Iõm fucking dying, alright. (Pause.) Yes. It is. Itõs true. It is. I got the fucking 
news today. (Pause.) Just like my mother. They said. Just like my mother. (Pause.) Youõre next. 
Call me. 

 

 (Silence. We hear Vicky puking, the sound of a toilet being flushed and a door opening and closing. 
Vicky sobbing. An increasingly ghostly sobbing echoes thinly into eventual silence.) 

 

(Blackout.)  

 

THE END 
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AH POOK IS COMING  
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Malcolm Mc Neill has enjoyed an illustrious and varied career, and while he is perhaps best 

known to mainstream audiences as the Emmy-award winning designer of the title sequence to 

Saturday Night Live , and has also won numerous awards for his work in adve rtising, film and 

television, in other circles he is perhaps better known for his earlier work as an illustrator. 

Working for Marvel Comics in the 1970s, he created cover graphics for Planet of the Apes and 

The Deadly Hands of Kung Fu. Those familiar with these works will know Mc Neillõs work for 

its detail and depth.  

 

It was while in art college that Mc Neill began to develop his unique style of graphics, which 

caught the eye of William S. Burroughs. The two collaborated first on a comic strip, The 

Unspeakable Mr Hart , and, subsequently, the book Ah Pook is Here. Conceivably the first 

graphic novel ever created, the project, seven years in the making, has never seen the light of 

day in the form it was intended. Burroughsõ text emerged without Mc Neillõs images in the 1979 

book Ah Pook is Here and Other Texts, which is now extremely hard to find and commands a 

high premium on the collectorsõ market. Strangely, and unjustly, Ah Pook has received scant 

critical attention and has been relegated to the position of a minor work from Burroughsõ least 

successful phase.  

 

On learning that there were plans in the offing to republish Ah Pook, one of Burroughsõ great 

ôforgottenõ texts, I couldnõt help but wonder if we may at last get to see the full multimedia 

extravaganza in all its high -definition Technicolor glory.  



 

  

CN:  Your collaboration with William Burroughs on Ah Pook is Here is naturally of significant interest, 

especially as the book is finally to be published ôproperlyõ at long last this Autumn. How did this 

collaboration, and The Unspeakable Mr Hart  which preceded it, come about? 

 

MM:  Unfortunately Ah Pook  wonõt be available this year as weõd hoped. And since theyõre 

packaged together, neither will Observed While Falling  ð my account of the history of the 

project and my friendship with Bill. Weõre still negotiating with the Burroughs Estate over 

details, and at this point it looks like the books will be out next year instead.  

 

Iõd planned on the 2011 publication date because the narrative of Ah Pook anticipates the ideas 

surrounding ô2012õ. It was an attempt to get a jump on the mass of material that will almost 

certainly be generated next year. Ah Pook is Here makes a connection between the intersection 

of the Judeo/Christi an mindset and that of the Maya that is unique. After all this time, it would 

be a pity to see it get lost in the crowd.   

 

The bulk of the critical writing on Burroughs, especially in recent years, seems to have focused on his 

biography. Iõm thinking of Bob Johnsonõs The Lost Years of William S. Burroughs  and Phil Bakerõs 

biography, for example. Thereõs definitely an appetite for biographies and memoirs, and being a rare first-

hand account, Observed While Falling  comes from a unique angle.  

 

Working with s omeone does lead to a very different kind of perspective ð particularly when itõs 

Bill Burroughs ð and especially over a period of so many years. The book provides insights into 

his working methods, his sometimes quirky personal life and the process of my coming to terms 

with both. But itõs less a biography than the record of a dialogue. One that would continue long 

after Bill was dead. Inevitably ô2012õ was a part of that, but it wasnõt the reason I wrote the 

book. 

 

In 2003, I discovered something that completely changed my perception of Ah Pook  and the 

possibilities of words and images working together. An insight that was unprecedented in my 

experience and related to the project in such a way that I felt had no choice but to write about it. 

In effect it brought the book back to life and initiated another chapter in the collaboration. It 

confirmed Ah Pookõs premise, not just in terms of the narrative idea, but its underlying 

intention.  

 

òThe purpose of writing,ó said Bill, òis to make it happen.ó Ah Pook i s Here in a very real sense 

is a book that happened.  

 

So how did it ôhappenõ in the beginning ð how did you come to work with Burroughs? 

 



 

  

 
 

I began working with him while I was still in art school. I didnõt meet him during that time, and 

knew very little about him. I hadnõt read anything else heõd written. I didnõt even know what he 

looked like ð which as it happened was the reason we did meet and then decide to work on Ah 

Pook. You have to bear in mind that back then, Bill was far from the celebrity that he later 

became. 

 

The Unspeakable Mr. Hart  appeared in Cyclops magazine in the summer of 1970. Before it 

started, Bill had apparently seen the artwork from the various contributors and pointed at mine 

and said, òIõll work with this guyó. Every month the editor handed me a half page of his text 

and I had to figure out what the heck he was talking about. It was a difficult idea to illustrate; a 



 

  

mixture of fact and fiction with few scene descriptions and hardly any dialogue. I got better at it 

as time went on but after four episodes the magazine folded and I figured that was it. But then I 

got a phone call from the man himself. For the first time I  heard the remarkable voice of Mr 

William S. Burroughs. òI want to meet the guy who knows how to draw meó, he said and 

suggested we get together. 

 

Burroughsõ voice is remarkable, thatõs for sure. So how did you know how to draw a man youõd never 

seen, let alone met? 

 

Coincidentally, the image Iõd come up with for Mr Hart ð the villain of the piece ð did look 

remarkably like a younger Bill. Not just facially but in his mannerisms and demeanour, a fact 

that would become more apparent to me as time went on. Bill of course didnõt believe in 

ôcoincidenceõ. Why or how Iõd done it was a mystery and that was what fascinated him. Plus Iõd 

turned 23 that month which only increased his interest. òItõs an auspicious numberó, he said.  

 

He on the other hand was like no one Iõd ever met before. In the course of that first meeting he 

introduced me to The Reactive Mind, Control, Cut -ups, the Word as Virus, The Algebra of 

Need, Randolph Hearst and whole lot of other things that Mr. Hart was ôaboutõ. He was also the 

funniest guy Iõd ever met. There was no question of wanting to work with him.  

 

He hadnõt written much beyond that point in the story, in fact there were only 11 pages. Over 

the next few months we worked on the possibilities of a full -length, full -color version. On a 

ôfield tripõ to the British Museum reading room to look at a copy of the Dresden Codex we 

discovered Ah Puch òthe Destroyeró ð The Mayan Death God ð  at which point much of the 

eleven pages of The Unspeakable Mr Hart  were discarded and Ah Pook is Here began for real. 

The spelling was changed later on because people had a hard time pronouncing it.  

 

Hart had been an illustrated text; Ah Pook would be a collaboration. It had started from scratch 

essentially and by the end of the year there were 50-some pages of text, concept and character 

sketches and a few finished pages. A contract was then signed with Straight Arrow Books in 

San Francisco. Within another year, the entire book had been laid out in dummy form.  

 

In his Preface to the Calder edition of the text, Burroughs wrote that the problem ð aside from the issues 

of cost ð with Ah Pook as it was conceived was that ôthe book falls into neither the category of the 

conventional illustrated book nor that of a comix publicationõ, the suggestion being that this rendered it 

difficult, or even impossible, to market. What do you think has changed since the late 1970s in terms of 

multimedia works that are not readily categorised? 

 



 

  

I gave up on Ah Pook in 1977. Coincidentally Star Wars  was released around the same time and 

from then on everything changed. Suddenly illustrated fantasy books, science fiction magazines 

and longer-form comics became a million dollar industry. Metal Hurlant  arrived from France in 

the form of Heavy Metal  and ôGraphic Novelsõ became an official genre. Even so there still 

wasnõt a market for extremely graphic ones. Ah Pook still had a problem.  

 

The illustrations for Ah Pook  ð originally entitled Ah Puch ð took you 7 years to create. How did it feel 

having invested so much time in the project for your contribution to be omitted from the published 

version? 

 

It was disorienting. Ah Pook  and Bill Burroughs had been a frame of reference for a very long 

time. Iõd left England on account of it, moved to San Francisco then New York to keep working 

on it. It hadnõt taken the entire seven years to do the work. There wasnõt enough money to ever 

work full time. That in itself contributed to its demise. The process of stopping and starting 

became more and more difficult to sustain. Plus a lot of things had changed during that time.  

 

 

The way I made images, the way I thought about the narrative, the way I thought about the 

whole idea. I was twenty -three years old when I met Bill and right out of art school. The project 

was clearly doomed from the start but it didnõt matter back then. I was getting a one-on-one 

education from one of the most remarkable minds around and making images to go with it. The 

process was all that mattered. As time went on though the reality began to set in. Soon after the 

text-only Ah Pook was published, Bill also changed direction. He went back onto heroin and 

then moved to Kansas. I think that was the biggest disappointment. I lost a unique interaction 

with a friend Iõd known for a long time. 

 

How would you describe your work, and what are your working methods ð and how have they evolved 

during the course of your career? 

 



 

  

I started a science fiction series of my own a few months after I quit Ah Pook and it proved that 

the work could conceivably have been completed if Iõd had the money and encouragement to 

do it. I produced 80 pages of equally complex imagery over the course of 18 months.  It was a 

project that paid every month and at the end of every month there was a hard deadline. That 

made all the difference.  

 

I quit visual narrative in book form after that an d moved into television design. Graphic novel 

to storyboards was an easy transition. From there I went on to directing. I gave that a rest in 

2000. Then in 2003, Ah Pook  resurfaced with Observed While Falling, which Iõve been working 

on, on and off ever since. Hopefully, when thatõs finally put to rest, I can go back to what I was 

doing.  

 

I was working on the idea of freestanding narrative paintings while I was in art school and 

thatõs what Iõm concerned with now. Image and word are combined but the technique is a 

synthesis of the stuff I picked up working with electronic paint systems and computer 

animation. I gave up on dirt and water long ago.   

 

In the excepts from Observed While Falling  on-line, you state that as much as funding or any other 

factor that was an issue, the content was an insurmountable obstacle to the publication of Ah Pook, and 

that it would have inevitably been subject to censorship. What is your position on censorship, and do you 

think that in our more ôpermissiveõ society and with the advent of the Internet, we have become 

desensitised?  

 

òDespite being the sine qua non of all mammalian life, erections shall not be found on the 

shelves of Barnes and Nobles Booksellers.ó Itõs absurd, but thatõs the mess weõre in. I have an 

illustration from The New York Times of Lucy, one of our earliest ancestors. Sheõs carrying a 

flaming branch that covers her breasts and sheõs walking behind a tree branch that covers her 

crotch. When you think of the distance weõve travelled since then itõs crazy.  We may be more 

permissive in that we get to see more sex, but the attitude doesnõt seem to have changed all that 

much. Itõs still got a snicker to it. Thereõs still a sense of getting away with something.  

 

Itõs a commodity like everything else. Censor it ð make it illegal ð and you can charge more for 

it. Thatõs why itõs on page one of the Bible. Condition people to be ashamed of it, embarrassed 

by it, scared to get caught looking at it and they become obsessed with it. Then they can be 

Controlled. òThe Algebra of Needó. Like all hype, the reality always falls short of the promise. 

The mechanics of sex are so appallingly simplistic when you get down to it. This goes in there 

right? Being constantly made to want it, worry about it, then be pissed off about it keeps people 

off balance. That way they can really be fucked. 

 



 

  

Recurrent themes and theories in Burroughsõ work around the time of Ah Pook, also strongly evident in 

The Book of Breeething, are those concerning the idea that words simply are simply instruments by 

which to present images, coupled with a fascination with pictorial language and communications. In your 

work as an illustrator of books and your time at Marvel Comics , do you think that these two-

dimensional visual media could be considered an extension of, or variant on, such modes of 

communication? Can a picture speak a thousand words, or perhaps more? 

 

Words evolved out of pictograms and hieroglyphs. They are images. Conceivably a picture is 

worth a thousand words but itõs a thousand times quicker to write a word than make a picture. 

I talk about that in my book:   

 

òDescribing an image with text is very different from actually painting one. 

Words imply; a painting has to specify. In the case of a ôrealisticõ painting, specify 

every square inch. With Ah Pook it was an often overwhelming discrepancy.  

 

I summed it up o ne time with Bill:  

 

I said, òIf you write: ôThe spaceship landed in the field and the Martian stepped out and 

waved.õ thatõs fine. Youõve created an image in my mind thatõs very clear. But itõs 

completely unspecified. If I have to make an image of the same scene, I have to figure out 

what kind of field it is, what time of day it is, what kind of spaceship it is, how it works, 

how it lands, what kind of door it has, and what the Martian looks like. I even have to 

figure out how long his arm is.ó 

        

Bill  thought for a moment then he said:  

 

òYouõre right Malcolm. So how long IS a Martianõs arm?ó 

 

Conversely a word can evoke a thousand pictures ð each one very different depending on the 

observer.  

 

Marvel Comics  was basically a come and go arrangement. Stan Lee offered me my own comic, 

but I already had one so to speak with Ah Pook. I did covers instead, which meant a phone call, 

showing up for instructions, then going away and doing the job. Then bringing it in ten days 

later with an invoice for the 250 bu cks. 

 

I read on the press release posted on the Fantagraphics website that the book was conceived ôas a single 

painting in which text and images were combined in whatever form seemed appropriate to the narrativeõ. 

This strikes me as a very filmic approach, the idea of a single continuous piece. What was the idea behind 

it? 



 

  

 

The Mayan Codices were created on single pieces of parchment then folded accordion style into 

pages. This corresponded perfectly with the underlying theme in Ah Pook of books as a means 

for time travel. Time could be viewed holistically as a single event or broken down into a linear 

narrative and viewed page by page. The event could also be viewed out of sequence which tied 

in with cut -ups and breaking down the word i mage track. This was the aspect of Ah Pook that 

had the most profound effect in terms of it actually ôhappeningõ.  

 

Through the images created for the book I discovered another English illustrator whoõd also 

collaborated with an American writer on a book a bout the Maya. An American who also 

happened to be living in London at the time, who contacted him on account of his work. He too 

had moved to America to complete the project etc. There were so many precise similarities in 

our lives they defied mathematica l probability. The artist was also known for his panoramic 

images and he too had written an account of their collaboration and dedicated it to his writer 

partner. That book was published 160 years ago. I didnõt find out about it until 2003. And that 

was when ð and why ð Ah Pook started all over again; a book about time-travel, death and 

regeneration was brought back to life by a dead guy ð like me.  

 

Improbable as this seemed it was impossible to ignore. In the very first two sentences of Ah 

Pook is Here Bill wrote ð 

 

òThe Mayan codices are undoubtedly books of the dead; that is to say, directions for time 

travel. If you see reincarnation as a fact, then the question arises: how does one orient 

oneself with regard to future lives?ó 

 

I felt obligated to acknowledge that fact and come up with some kind of response. 

 

The Mayan Codices and, more specifically, the Mayan calendar is currently receiving a lot of coverage, on 

account of the December 2012 ôprophecyõ corresponding with the end of the 13th bõakõtun. The theories 



 

  

surrounding this and ideas as to what may actually happen on 20th December vary wildly. Whatõs your 

precise take on this? Is the growing interest in it simply the latest panic craze, a hangover for those who 

need a new imminent worldõs end date to cling to after the disappointment of 1999, or is there more 

substance to it? 

 

Once I began writing Observed While Falling  the prescience of Ah Pook became more and more 

apparent.  Apart from the odd temporal anomaly of a parallel collaboration, the whole notion of 

how time is  perceived came to define the nature of the confrontation between the Judeo / 

Christian worldview and that of the Maya ð both in the book and out of the book. The Mayan 

view was cyclical, the European linear. This was fictionalized in the confrontation between Mr 

Hart ð òthe Instrument of Controló ð and Ah Pook.  

 

The book traces Hartõs methods of social, political, and personal censorship and the increasingly 

blatant methods of enforcement necessary to sustain it. An ongoing, totalitarianist trend 

evidenced by recent events. Todayõs ôHomeland Securityõ and the ôWar on Terrorõ, have 

ratcheted this controlling dynamic to unprecedent ed heights. The threat of ôterrorõ now justifies 

Orwellian methods of curtailment and infringement of individual rights with promises of more 

to come.  

 

In the end Hart is defeated. The dynamic of Control, said Bill, always contains within it the 

seeds of its own demise. When Control is total what is there left to Control? Control is controlled 

by its need to control. Inevitably the system collapses. Ah Pook always wins. In the first go 

round the linear system prevailed. The Maya were all but obliterated. T his time who knows? 

Whatever the outcome, the current ôcoincidenceõ of the Bible òEnd of Daysó and the end of the 

Mayan Long count seems to be presenting a particular sense of impending collapse. Ah Pook is 

certainly Here now. Five hundred years ago the many Gods of the Maya failed them. Now itõs 

the linear Bible God predicated on the concept of ôprogressõ that appears to be in doubt.  

 

Burroughs is often considered a prophetic writer, and Ah Pook  in many ways epitomises his remarkable 

sense of future. More even than, say, 1984, Burroughsõ dystopian world-view looks increasingly like the 

world we live in now. In one of the sections Observed While Falling  that appeared on-line, you wrote 

ôThe relentless barrage of disaster movies and books expresses an impending sense of doom that is indeed 

based on sound evidence. In the past however, cataclysms elsewhere on the planet were often remote and 

went unnoticed except by those immediately involved. Nowadays, instant worldwide communication, the 

need for ônews and its need to keep a consumer population permanently in a state of panic results in a 

continuous diet of disaster and planetary mayhemõ. I think itõs fair to say that recent events in the Middle 

East ð or, more specifically the mediaõs coverage of and reaction to these events ð support your point 

perfectly. With Sky News and the BBC News Channel in the UK, and countless 24-hour rolling news 

channels across the globe, itõs possible to tap into the ôactionõ at any time: weõre not merely passive 



 

  

viewers any more, we can feel like weõre actually there. Do you think itõs possible we may experience 

apocalypse by media? Is this where weõre heading? 

 

Like I said Iõve been working on Observed While Falling  for a while. That section has since been 

discarded. The sentiment remains but itõs been arranged differently.  

 

The end is always nigh. In 1999 the media drummed up a massive scare of planetary collapse 

through Y2K. Then after that came 911, Swine Flu, and of course Global Warming. An 

impending sense of doom keeps people anxious, which is the key element in any form of 

control: keeping those you would control off balance. It amounts to a process that is very similar 

to the way spells and curses supposedly work. I mention that earlier in the book.  

 

 

Bill gave me his loft on Franklin Street when he moved to the Bunker and he left behind an old 

freestanding wardrobe. On top I found one of his hand written curses. The òCurse of the 

Blinding Wormó to be exact ð one of many an old Irish ònannyó had taught him he said. It was 

a response to a bad New York Times review of Exterminator!  which had been cut out and 

placed underneath. The effectiveness of curses and spells is dismissed as circumstantial, but Bill 

quite rightly considered them in his òbroad general view of thingsó.  

 

The same systematic use of word and image could be said to characterize the manipulative 

processes of media: selective, repetitious use of words and images, with deliberate intention, to 

determine a specific outcome. Millions of people infected with the same imagery, same values, 

same sense of events behaving in a similar way.  

  

òSo long as the calendar of animated cartoons implanted in the minds of the workers 

continues to operate, the control system can predict future behavior with the same 

accuracy as it can reconstruct past behavior.ó  

 



 

  

 

Bill had proposed that idea in the context of the Maya, but television ôprogrammingõ, with its 

relentless, twenty-four -hour -a-day barrage of ôcurses and incantationsõ dulls and controls 

critical thought, and directs fostered anxiety and aggression according to specific agenda. Itõs a 

technological ôblinding wormõ that never sleeps. 

 

Beyond your work as an illustrator, youõve worked in other visual media, namely film and television, 

with considerable success, not to mention recognition. How, in your opinion, do the various media differ, 

in terms of what can be achieved through each?  

 

The temporal quirks that occurred during the process of working on Ah Pook  are something 

Iõve not encountered in any other medium. The one that inspired Observed While Falling  was 

the most significant, but life -imit ating-art had been a feature of the project all along. 

Interestingly enough, the only time Iõve seen a similar breakdown of linear time perception is in 

Watchmen the novel ð which I only read for the first time last year. The way Alan Moore and 

Dave Gibbons presented the narrative allowed the reader to be able to actually see several time 

frames running alongside one another. It made for a completely non -linear experience of time. 

They also juxtaposed fact and fiction, as in a story narrative running alongs ide a real event. A 

movie couldnõt possibly pull that off. Fact and fiction coexisted in Ah Pook in a very different 

way, but there is apparently something inherent in the idea of combining images and words in 

this form that allows for atemporal interactio n between them. It makes for a very different kind 

of dialogue. If there is a case for graphic novels, that to me would be it.  

 

So, finally, what prompted you to return to the beginning, so to speak, with illustration projects like 0° 

and in writing Observed While Falling ? 

 

When I referred to òunderlying intentionó this was essentially the kind of dialogue Bill had in 

mind. Much of his work was experimental in the sense that he used words to see what words 



 

  

could do. Like he said, he was an òexplorer of psychic areasó. An aspect of his work that gets 

little attention is his preoccupation with words ôoperating at a distanceõ. Telepathy, 

clairvoyance, spells and curses all fall within that purview. These ideas also imply a break down 

of linear time. The circumstances surrounding the way Bill and I met suggested such a 

possibility.  

 

The collaboration was a case of seeing what else might happen. It certainly produced results, 

but like Heidegger says, the purpose of dialogue is not necessarily to produce ôusefulõ 

information. Sometimes itõs simply a matter of maintaining the dialogue. The fact that the 

collaboration was lost for so many years but then resumed seems to validate that perspective. It 

also perfectly expresses the fundamental sense of dialogue implicit in Ah Pook himself: the 

ongoing process of death and regeneration. 

 

 

Ordinarily, the wrap -up would include the plug: ôAh Pook is Here / Observed While Falling  

will be published through  Fantagraphics on...õ While the final details are being finalised, we can 

only wait in eager anticipation for the appearance of what is arguably one of Burroughsõ most 

essential and, in many ways, pivotal, texts. Similarly, the full version of a unique first -hand 

account of one of the authorsõ least documented periods and Mc Neillõs illustrations remain 

under wraps, although the signs are that they will prove to be more than worth the wait.  

 

Meanwhile, time marches on. We can but hope that this incredible text will emerge in a timely 

fashion. Whether December 21st 2012 brings a new global consciousness or total annihilation, 

one thing is for sure: Ah Pook is coming, one way or another..... 



 

  

LATE NIGHT WITH UNCLE B ILLõS LAST WORD  
 

By A. Razor 
 

   
there are no causes left to fight  

that are not being fought  

somewhere by someone 

that you never met  

but yet, you know them better  

than you know your self  

so you keep fighting  

there will be more of it  

after you die  

even if you are already dead 

and donõt know it yet 

fighting through the bardo  

against the beast of your mind  

against the creatures of your soul  

against the monsters of your will  

you will never have to surrender  

it will eat you alive as much  

as it will eat you dead  

like old filthy mcnasty  

wrenching on the eternal crankcase  

of sisyphus old chopped hog   

while old fast eddie keeps slipping out of sight  

certainly he must be circling back around, always  

dino died in mexico, just past san felipe  

the shallow grave was really jus t a hiding place  

berto takes too many magic bullets  

shuffles off stage left to the coast  

no applause from the underinformed audience  



 

  

candy is a girl dressed like a woman  

she turns blue in a dark blue motel room  

cold and stiff as your love laying there  

next to her in the morning  

the last take in the scene before they yell cut  

too many times down little starlaõs wrist 

as she makes jello molds of her last moment  

leaving you with one last cigarette  

that the paramedic takes as the cops  

take you away again as usual 

big paulie saw it coming so many times  

you got to give it to him in the face  

just so he knows what time it is  

it can ruin the funeral  

but nobody goes to those anymore, anyway  

there are stories about how mona died  

in your arms as they were swollen tired  

and shot out for days  

there are carloads and truckloads  

of bad accidents on the road  

none as sad as your little baby girl  

crying down the shiny concrete halls  

as you huddle with thorazine slippers  

and lithium pajamas on the vacaville tier  

plotting out the revenge of sharpened  

tooth brushes shoved into eye sockets  

before the guards can fire the first fatal  

warning shots into the head of your worst friend  

getting left alone to fight into the night  

wake up with no sleep fighting, always  

fighting still into the sun or the stormy outcome  

walking with swagger staggering with false pride  



 

  

you always want the first taste of anything  

people tell you you might have killed too many  

you never kept count, canõt pin nothing on em 

except bad math in hard circumstan ces 

as train tracks truck by into the long distance haul  

bags and balloons and bottles and balls  

all getting their kicks with you as tears run away  

with the moon with the stars with the sun with it all  

even into the wild blue yonder into hells built for tw o 

until it is a lonely ticket, reserved for one  

watch whatõs on the menu 

the surgeon general said eating pussy causes 

throat cancer more so than cigarettes 

you quit smoking, among other things, but  

donõt be an afterlife pussy, donõt stop living this one 

even if they tell you that you are dead, keep going  

use up all the oil, eat up all the corn, free all the slaves  

like it was you all along, come to save something  

only it was you all along, that had something saved  

something they couldnõt take from you 

something you held onto forever like a supernova  

even after nicki hepatitis told you to never leave  

which was fitting, so much so, that your last word was LOVE  

without ever saying good bye



 

  

THE SEDUCTION OF SOLITUDE  
 

By Kimberly Dallesandro  

 
sol.i.taire  1:  a single gem (as in a diamond) set alone 2: a card game played by one person alone 

 

sol.i.tary  1: being or living apart from others  2: LONELY, SECLUDED 3: SOLE, ONLY 

 

sol.i.tude 1: the state of being alone: SECLUSION   2:  a lonely place syn isolation 

 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary was left opened to page 655, items 10-13 were highlighted in 

yellow and underlined in red.  The chair had been pushed tight against the desk, perfectly 

centered to the pedestals on the right and left.  The cracked cobalt blue drinking glass, guilty of 

causing a minor lip injury, was packed like the rush hour subway allowing little breathing room 

for the yellow pencils, eraser end up, one pair of scissors, a yellow highlighter and the red pen. 

Everything else appeared to be the same as before. 

 

1 

 

Heõd been counting ceiling tiles when he noticed the room was empty.  Glancing at his watch, 

he realized almost an hour had escaped along with everyone else, all the chairs now vacant with 

the exception of his and the one occupied by the lone receptionist at the far end of the room.  

The receptionist stood and moved toward the door to her left, giving him a practiced smile and 

a nod.  òWonõt be but a minute more, let me check inside for you.ó She walked through the door 

closing it quietly.  He glanced up at the ceiling tiles tr ying to guess their dimension. Twelve by 

twenty four? Sixteen by thirty? He remembered that a piece of paper measures 8.5 x 11, so he 

checked his right back pant pocket for the lette r he thought he had put there. Finding the pocket 

empty, he rubbed the front of both shirt pockets which were also empty. Standing up, he 

walked to the end of the room to survey the top of the reception desk and the  credenza behind 

it, then moved slowly past the 6 end tables scattered randomly around the room.  There was 

only one magazine about the size of a piece of paper, maybe a little bigger, laying on the top of 

the farthest end table.  He wondered if he could climb on the chair and confirm the size of the 

tiles using the magazine as a ruler before the receptionist returned.  Picking up the magazine, he 

noticed the back cover was missing, causing the front cover to detach.  Hearing voices drifting 

in from under t he door at the far end of the room, he laid the coverless magazine down on the 

table and quickly folded the front cover and put it into his once empty pant pocket.  He sat back 

down on his chair in the empty waiting room.  The door on the left opened and t he receptionist 

returned followed by a man he had never seen before.  While they finished their conversation 



 

  

by the desk at the far end of the room, he realized he still did not know the size of the ceiling 

tiles. 

 

The phone rang causing the conversation to end and the man he had never seen before turned 

to leave, hesitating for a moment in front of the reception desk  as the receptionist sat down. He 

was approximately 3 lengths of the magazine laid end to end from the desk.  Between him and 

the door leading  to the elevators were 20 chairs and 6 end tables. One of the chairs was 

occupied by the man staring at the ceiling tiles. A black jacket occupied the chair next to him.  

The man by the desk glanced up at the ceiling, glanced back at the man sitting in the chair and 

then ever so slightly glanced back at the ceiling before hurriedly walking past the chairs and the 

end tables to the door leading to the elevators.  The noise of the door shutting did not appear to 

disturb the man sitting in the chair.  

 

òMr. Smith. Mr. Smith, excuse me- Mr. Smith...Josh Smith?ó The receptionist stood as she 

repeated the name, her voice never growing any louder only her height, now standing from 

sitting.  òMr. Smith, the doctor is ready to see you now.  Please follow me.  Mr. Smith?ó The 

receptionist walked to the front of the desk stopping to pick up a thin green file before turning 

toward the man sitting in the almost empt y waiting room. She did not call his name again, 

choosing instead to stand facing him while he continued to stare at the ceiling.  Several times 

her eyes wandered to the ceiling, her eyebrows rose causing her forehead to crinkle and her 

auburn bangs to fall into her eyes.  Josh noticed her standing by the desk when she lifted her 

hand to sweep the hair from her eyes. 

 

òMr. Smith, the doctor is ready to see you now.  Please follow me.ó  

 

Josh stood quickly picking up the black jacket that was lying in the chair next to him. Holding 

the coat by the collar, he brushed the fabric in an effort to iron out imaginary wr inkles and to 

remove lint particles. He noticed 2 long strands of auburn hair near the collar in the back 

roughly 4 inches from the double stitched seam that secured the arm to the coat.  Meticulously, 

he pulled one strand at a time from the coat, examining each one before placing them in his 

right front shirt pocket. He glanced at the receptionist and noticed her hair color.  

 

òIõm sorry, I didnõt mean to keep you waiting, I just realized I forgot to bring the letter and the 

form that w as supposed to be filled out.ó He walked past a group of 5 chairs, passing the end 

table with the magazine with no cover.  òI need to go home and get it,ó he said as he searched 

the pockets of the jacket he still carried by the collar, passing the remaining empty chairs and 

end tables. òThe letter was pretty clear about what to do.  I was supposed to fill out the form 

and bring it with me today.ó  He stood 6 magazine lengths from the receptionist, who was now 

leaning against the front of the desk. Yes, at least 6 magazine lengths, laid end to end he 



 

  

determined, and then glanced quickly up to the ceiling tiles.  He calculated he was exactly 2 full 

ceiling tiles away from the receptionist.  With auburn hair.  

 

òCan I reschedule my visit?  Iõm happy to pay for the time Iõve wasted.  I just realized when you 

were in the other room that the letter was not in my back pocket.ó  The receptionist opened the 

green file.  

  

òMr. Smith, the doctor needed to see you today, and as you already know, he will be out of the 

country for ov er a month starting tomorrow.  I believe I told you this at the end of your last 

visit, but that information was also written quite clearly at the top of the letter I sent you.  I will 

talk to the doctor about the ti me wasted for this appointment and call you when he returns 

from his trip to reschedule your next appointment.ó   

 

Josh  murmured a thank you stealing one quick glance at the ceiling before turning towards the 

door that led to the elevators.  The receptionist continued to lean against the desk and watched 

as he made his way to the door.  At least once, she glanced at the ceiling. She noticed that he 

had returned the black jacket to the chair next to where he had been sitting before he left the 

room.   She also noticed the distinct outline of a folded piece of paper in his back pant pocket. 

 

2 

 

The tears began at the left corner of his eyes and followed the imperfect line of his nose where 

they would wait until enough had gathered before dripping to the wood below.  Occasionally, 

they would detour into his mouth, gliding over his upper lip and slide inside returning to make 

the journey again.  The tears dropped randomly, occasionally matching the tempo created by 

the knife hitting t he wooden cutting board.  Josh reached for another white onion and began the 

process again.  1 cut on the top, 1 cut on the bottom.  1 slit to remove the outer skin.  Cut small 

slices.  Each medium onion yielded 6 sometimes 8. Stack 3 slices and cut 1/4ó in both directions, 

first one way then the other.  Repeat.  It was only after he had cut the top and bottom and was 

removing the skin from the first onion that his eyes began to tear.  The tears would continue 

until he had filled an entire baggie or the onions r an out, whichever came first.  It was the only 

time he allowed himself t o cry, hiding his need in this ritual of dicing white onions on the 

wooden cutting board due in part to his crowded living conditions.  

 

He heard footsteps in the hallway to the right of where he was standing and glanced at the 

clock that hung on the wall a bove the door.  Quarter of three, three quarters of the last onion 

complete, he noted. Laying the knife down, he moved to the sink and turned on the faucet 

rinsing his hands with hot water, shaking the water off each one three times.  Turning off the 

faucet, he dried his hands on the back of his pants, running them over his back pockets.  He felt 



 

  

the impression of folded paper and for a moment thought he had found the letter.  Pulling it out 

he realized it was the cover from the magazine. He remembered he still did not know the 

dimension of the ceiling tiles in the waiting  room from earlier in the day. He opened the drawer 

to the right of the stove and pulled out a small Stanley tape measure and opened the magazine 

cover pressing it flat on the counter wi th the palm of his right hand. 10-15/16ó x 8ó he 

measured, pleased at how close his calculation had been.  He had just remembered the 2 strands 

of auburn hair from the black coat that he left in the chair next to his in the waiting room when 

the phone rang.  It was 4:00. 

 

òHello?ó 

 

òOh good, youõre there. Josh, Iõm so sorry I didnõt call sooner, Iõm sweating out all the 

champagne I drank last night, or still going through menopause - one or the other,  who knows.  

I didnõt realize I drank so much until I woke up about 30 minutes ago.  Christ, what a hangover.  

I ate like a pig last night the food was laid out in every room and get  this, there were little bowls 

of candy and nuts in the bathrooms.  The bathrooms, Josh can you imagine?  I wish Iõd brought 

5 or 6 baggies and filled them up, you wouldnõt believe all the food they had.  I donõt know the 

guy that gave the party or Iõd call him up and ask if I could come by for some leftovers. Did you 

go to the doctor?ó 

 

òYes and no. Lisa, Iõm just finishing chopping some onions....ó 

 

òYes and no, what does that mean?  Did you go or not?ó 

 

òYes, but no....listen Lisa, Iõm 3/4õs done with the last onion and I want to finish dicing it  and 

clean this up so let me call you back later.ó 

 

òOkay, well, geez, Josh sorry if I interrupted you.  Iõm upstairs if you need me.  I think I need a 

little more sleep.  Call me back.ó 

 

Josh hung the phone back in its cradle, resisting the impulse to look up at ceiling.  Instead he 

focused on the 1/4 onion still sitting on the wooden cutting  board.  He did not want to finish 

cutting the onion, his tears now dry, nor did he want to call Lisa back later.  Let her come down 

the stairs and talk to him face to face.  At the very least she could finish chopping the onion or 

clean up what remained of it.  He picked up the tape measure and re-measured the magazine 

cover before folding it up and placing it back in his pant pocket. Putting the tape measure away, 

he again thought of the 2 long strands of auburn hair.  He wondered how long they were in 

comparison to the magazine cover.  He decided they could wait until later and walked out of 

the kitchen leaving the onion sitting on the cutting board.  



 

  

3 

 

Josh opened the door of the room after taking the elevator up to the 14th floor and following the 

2ó x 6ó plaques that pointed the direction to the room that matched the number on his key. 1409 

was hidden in a corner beside the broom closet 2 doors down from the vending and ice 

machines, the brass numerals standing Ĳó high perfectly straight with the exception of the 9.  

There were 2 queen size beds side by side, approximately 30ó separating them with wooden 

headboards that were secured to the wall with 4 screws.  A television was housed in a cabinet 

that had 5 drawers below it and was situated directly acro ss from the 2 beds on the adjacent 

wall leaving about 40ó of a walkway. A 30ó diameter table sat in the far corner with 2 hardback 

chairs, the positioning of them almost perfect to the expansive window wall.  Above all these 

things was a ceiling constructed of sheetrock and painted white. After staring for several 

minutes, he could see the thin lines of tape that was laid over the seams of every two sheets, a 

less than perfect effort to join them and make them appear as one.  

 

He had registered under the name òJosh Smithó although it was not his real name.  He pulled 

out his wallet and emptied all the cards inside laying them on the bed.  They all had the same 

name, Josh Smith, punched or typed on them.  He flipped through some photos of Lisa and 

himself that he carried in his wallet, before coming to a small pamphlet he was given last year 

by a friend òPractical Guide To True Way Of Living.ó He remembered being in Asia when he 

received it, Lisa reciting from memory a passage about what common folk should do upon 

waking while she finished getting ready in the bathroom of the hotel.  

 

 òWash your face rinse your mouth and bow in six directions.ó 

 

òSix directions?ó he had asked.  

 

òYes, six: East West North South Above and Below.  It says you are supposed to bow towards 

each direction and wish no misfortune may come.ó 

 

òAbove and below.ó he remembered saying, looking at the ceiling in the hotel room.  It was a 

network of thin metal rectangles filled with textured acoustic tiles.  Several tiles had water 

stains, although the overall effect made the room feel embracing and comforting.  Any lower 

and it would have been claustrophobic. He had walked to the closet and removed Lisaõs black 

jacket she had purchased in London the year before. He noticed the fine detail wor k on the back 

of the jacket as he held it waiting for her to put it on.  She was still in the bathroom brushing her 

auburn hair while he stood by the closet holding her jacket.  Josh recalled he had looked at the 

ceiling more than once while he waited.  

 



 

  

His awareness of Above began that day in the hotel room as his eyes took in the caged acoustic 

tiles, some with water stains.  After that moment, his eyes always drifted toward the ceiling to 

record the details in each room he found him self in.  The elevator with its  wide open hole at the 

top which exposed thick twisted ropes of metal, the delicate stucco ceiling in the hotel lobby 

with its decorative motifs that surrounded the chandelier reminding him of a birthday cake his 

mother had baked for  him as child. In the subway, the bent galvanized steel was riveted at more 

than just the 4 corners becoming part of the tube he stood inside, matching almost perfectly 

what he imagined the inside of the plane would be, though he still had 4 days befo re boarding.  

He saw painted beadboard, rustic wood slats, tiles of every size and color, mosaic ceilings more 

beautiful than the solitaire on Lis aõs left hand. Each one was carefully inspected and 

appreciated by him.  Magically, thoughts of his own life began to rise and reveal themselves on 

the surface as he examined each new discovery.  Memories long forgotten were found entwined 

and embedded in the wood, stucco, sheetrock, all the colors of the universe, ceramic tiles, gold 

leaf, murals, plain ordinary white - it did not  matter, somewhere in each ceiling he found a part 

of himself causing him at times to laugh out loud or cry, something he rarely was able to do. A 

collection of ceilings that had been ignored and crying out for repair had caused him the 

greatest sadness.  Josh would follow the cracks with his eyes, see the curl of paint which had 

separated from the stucco, hanging precariously above him their statement if not of abuse 

certainly of abandonment. He witnessed ceilings with wood so beautiful he thought perhaps he 

was upside down, churches with ceilings painted with murals so astonishing it was as if the 

roof had been forgotten and he alone was left to witness all that lay Above. The images were 

recorded to his memory, never to film, though some of the photos tak en by Lisa did include a 

small portion of a ceiling, a thin slice of Above never intended as the main focus of the 

photograph, a miscalculation of her aim that irritated him and prompted his gift of a 

photography class on her birthday the following year.  He recalled he had spent many hours 

walking alone through the city entering every business or church, subway stations, 

underground tunnels, museums, twice being allowed into private residences, his  eyes always 

drifting upwards. At those moments, Josh felt a private communion and peace he had never 

experienced before. If a room was full of people, loud and chaotic or empty and sile nt it made 

no difference. A feeling of calmness and peace would wash over him in that moment his eyes 

looked Above.  Lisa having no interest or understanding of this phenom enon, grew bored and 

restless. He noticed her eyes never drifted any higher than the middle of her surroundings; 

though she did seem interested in the sky when the sun was rising or setting.  She began to 

make excuses, listing reasons she could not go with him and would set out alone each morning 

never telling him her plans, though to be fair he had never asked.  They would both return at 

7:30 just before the final meal was served, meeting in the dining room of the hotel with the 

coved cobalt blue ceiling. By the last day of their vacation, they had very little to say to each 

other. 

 



 

  

Josh gathered up the cards and pictures on the bed and returned them to their proper places in 

his wallet. He kept the pamphlet on the bed about 4ó from the second pillow to his left.  

Checking his watch which read 5:30, he smelt the faintest hint of onions on his hands.  He 

closed his eyes, and remembered meeting Lisa 4 days before Christmas 9 years ago.  The season 

had been a lonely one for him and on a whim he had decided to go to a small gathering 7 blocks 

and three houses over from where he lived.  He did not know the people hosting the gathering 

and had not received a formal invitation to attend.  A friend had called earlier in the day 

suggesting he come. 

 

òMerry Christmas Josh, I havenõt heard from you in awhile, been busy with the wife and the 

kids.  Holiday Season is upon us over here.  How you doing?ó 

 

òFine, really fine, Steve.  Merry Christmas to you too. Iõm just taking it easy and playing Solitare 

... only 4 more days to get through then the countdown to New  Yearõs.  How about yourself?ó 

Josh turned over another card from the deck he held in his left hand, the phone now cradled 

between his right ear and shoulder. 

 

òGet through?  Christ, Josh itõs Christmas.  You need to put the cards away and come out into 

the world.  Listen, thereõs a party close to your house at 7 tonight, grab a pencil Iõll give you the 

address.ó 

 

Josh laid the cards on the table, pushed the chair out with h is legs, stood and walked over to the 

drawer by the stove that held a variety of items a red pen being one of them.  He could not find 

a piece of paper in the drawer and returned to the table with only the red pen.  He sat down 

and picked up the phone. The deck of cards sat at a 45 degree angle to his left elbow which 

rested on the top of the table.  He held the red pen in his right hand.  

 

òOkay, Iõm ready. Shoot.ó 

 

He turned over the top card of the deck which was the Queen of Hearts and wrote the address 

on the playing card in the white background on the left side.  Finishing the conversation, he 

hung up the phone and returned the card to the deck, shuffled and began a new game of 

Solitaire. At some point during each new game, the Queen of Hearts would appear with the 

address written in red.  At 1:00 he decided to eat a sandwich and after cleaning up, he picked 

up the card with the address in red from a line of 8 cards in a sequence and put it in his back 

pant pocket.  He walked to the front closet opened the door and pulled the 17ó inch chain which 

turned on the light.  He put his black cashmere scarf around his neck adjusting the two ends so 

they hung evenly and over the scarf he put on his heavy denim jacket with the fleece liner 

adjusting the zipper inside which had moved about 6ó from the bottom.  Buttoning all but the 



 

  

top 2 buttons, he inspected the side pockets finding a worn leather glove in each which he put 

on after removing 3 gum wrap pers and a ball of lint. He threw those items in the trash can 

located in the small bathroom near the entry on his way out the front door.   

 

It had been fairly warm for a cold day and his brisk step combined with the fleece and cashmere 

had produced small  beads of sweat across his flushed forehead. The lights attached to the 

houses he passed revealed the lack of expertise of the owners, long strings of wire and bulbs 

attached with a nail here and there with no precision or care.  He noted the wires were pu lled 

taunt in some places and sagging in others causing the bulbs to be up to 3ó out of line, and 

disrupting what could have been perfect spacing.  The bulbs stared back at him in their state of 

crucifixion, all their magic stolen in the daylight.  He was not interested in the lawn ornaments, 

though he did notice 7 wreaths attached to front doors that were not properly centered.  

Turning right at the seventh block, he slowed his gait and surveyed the street as a whole.  With 

the exception of one barren oak tree located in the side yard of the first house, each yard had 4 

perfectly spaced Italian Cypress trees between them standing like sentries.  They rose about 5 

times his height and had approximately 3 feet between them.  The first tree was even with each 

kitchen window, the three that followed ended just shy of the second step of the porches. òThe 

trees appear to be touching the sky,ó Josh thought as he continued to survey the spectacle, òif 

they grow any taller they could quite possibly poke through it.ó  

 

There did not appear to be any lights nailed to the houses, though each porch had 6 poinsettias 

sitting across the span of the upper railings.  A simple red bow was attached to every front door 

with what appeared to be 2 gold bells hanging on red ribbons  extending about 10ó below the 

bottom of the bows.  Josh took off his right leather glove putting it in his right coat pocket and 

reached into his back pant pocket to remove the card he had put there before leaving his house.  

The duplication and understat ed order of the street seemed to calm and comfort him.  Passing 

the address on the card he made a decision to attend the party while attempting to 

simultaneously put the card into his coat pocket while removing the leather glove to put back 

on.  As he continued down the block, the 3 -1/2ó x 2-1/2ó Queen of Hearts fell to the ground 

with the address written in red ink on the left side and landed picture side up.  
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LUCIFER IN THE MACHINE AGE:  
STYLISTIC THEMES IN EARLY 20TH CENTURY 

GERMAN CINEMA  
 

By Stephen Sennitt  
 
1: Lucifer  
  
Baleful, penetrating eyes stare out from a 
begrimed landscape obscured by clouds of 
furnace smoke. The fallen angel has become 
a demonic slave of the machine age. This 
stark, prophetic image is the product of 
symbolist painter Franz von Stuck in his 
work o f 1890, Lucifer (1), which was seen by 
contemporary critics as ôthe personification 
of the rapid and threatening progress of 
industrialisationõ.(2) Stuckõs Lucifer is a 
modern doppelganger, the devil in the 
mirror of  societal progress. The demonõs 
terrible  gaze holds the viewerõs attention, 
reflecting subconscious fears and anxieties 
on to the screen of the mind where they 
cannot be ignored. Lucifer preaches the 
modern age ideal, self knowledge ð but at 
what cost? 
 
Twentieth Century artistic movements can 
be seen as a reflection and critique of the 
ôconsumer ageõ. Gadgets and machines of 
all kinds were appropriated by artists, 
sculptors and writers and used to create 
works of art. This fact, and the states of 
consciousness such appropriations 
afforded, is one of the key defining concepts 
of Modernism. This love/hate affair of the 
artist and his or her sense of place in a 
rapidly changing world is the major 
dialectic of Modernist philosophy, 
irrespective of the conflicting ideologies of 
specific groups. Behind it all is a sort of 
ôDevilõs Bargainõ, where the path to  
progress and self knowledge is also strewn 
with  psychic, subconscious debris upon 
which one can stumble, and sometimes fall. 

Perhaps it seems particularly appropriate 
that among early twentieth century 
Modernist groups there should be such 
conflicting responses to the burgeoning 
ôconsumer ageõ. Futurism, for example, 
stridently embraces the more extreme 
manifestations of industry as a system of 
aesthetics, whereas Dada rejects all the ageõs 
manifestations, cultural or mechanistic, 
with equal scorn. I say ôparticularly 
appropriateõ because conflict and revolution 
were the vital characteristics of the culture 
of the epoch, a kinetic dance of creation and 
destruction, exhilaration and terror. In all of  
this, at the vanguard, was the concept of the 
ônew Manõ (meaning in non-sexist language, 
ônew Humankindõ) an expressionist term 
which more than in any other Modernist 
movement signalled a reaction to the ônew 
Ageõ in terms of the inner-self, or the soul. 
(3) It is this concept in particular, especially 
in its rejection of rational, ôobjectiveõ 
constructs of the world, that relates 
expressionism, a new conceptualisation, to 
the archaic and the romantic/gothic strand 
of thought which expounded a philosophy 
of supernaturalism and magic. In 
expressionism we can see the dark face of 
von Stuckõs Lucifer as progress turned 
inward; a distorted, subjective reflection 
which portrays a rapidly changing world in 
terms of fear and doubt, but also as a kind 
of demonic elation.  
 
2: Storm and Stress 
 
Cinematic Modernism began in post World 
War One Germany as an extension of earlier 
literary and theatrical experimentation (4), 
the latter in particular expounding a 



 

  

deliberately confrontational relationship 
with its audience.  Among many 
expressionist theatrical/art groups were 
ones described by the phrase Sturm und 
Drang, ôStorm and Stressõ, which Lotte 
Eisner (5) describes as being ôpledged to 
ecstasy and visioné in their short, chopped 
phrases, exclamations, associations of ideas, 
and violent imageryõ.(6) These stylised 
expressions were transplanted to the screen 
with astonishing effectiveness in Das 
Cabinet Des Dr. Caligari  (1919); perhaps 
not surprisingly in consideration of the 
creative team behind this landmark film, 
whic h comprised of scenariasts Carl Mayer 
and Hans Janowitz (Austrian and Czech 
poets, respectively); Hermann Warm, set 
designer from the avant-garde group Der 
Sturm ð who based his Caligari designs on 
drawings by symbolist/expressionist 
graphic artist  Alfred  Kubin,(7) author of 
the strange, mystical novel, Die andere Seite  
(ôThe Other Sideõ, 1909) ; and initially Fritz 
Lang, who was slated to direct but was later 
to be replaced by Robert Weine. 
Importantly, as noted, Caligari included 
contributions from many  of the leading 
exponents of expressionism and the 
burgeoning German ôart film industryõ (a 
tricky concept we will look at again), 
making it primarily  a self consciously 
ôartisticõ production as opposed to a film 
made purely to entertain ð and it also 
included the entire oeuvre of devices and 
tropes later popularly associated with 
expressionism, and  with expressionist 
cinema in particular. These stylistic qualities 
can be outlined as follows: 
 
An ôexaggeratedõ acting style, based on 
gesture and mime; exaggerated facial 
expressions, enhanced by stark make up 
and lighting effects; adoption of frequently 
distorted or exaggerated postures, 
especially in the case of monstrous or 
villainous characters; stylised movement of 
the body ð all these things based on the 

expressionist idea of an interaction between 
the ôinner selfõ and the world of the story as 
a sort of seamless whole. 
 
Stylised costume, obviously in the creation 
of macabre characters, but also in the 
frequent use of caricatures, with eccentric 
hats and cloaks, pebbled eye glasses; archaic 
or anachronistic appearances, peculiar 
props; all of which creates a ôtheatricalõ 
effect. 
 
Stylised lighting effects, making full use of 
side lighting, back lighting and both under -, 
and over-, lighting to achieve dist orted or 
macabre effects; the play of light and 
shadow and the aesthetic properties of 
chiascurio are explored to their limits in 
German expressionist cinema to the extent 
that they could be seen as its most instantly 
recognisable, ôtrademarkõ style. 
 
Stylisation of sets and design in general, 
creating a holistic aesthetic experience, with 
angular exteriors and compressed interiors; 
stylised representations of natural objects, 
such as trees depicted as scratchy, two 
dimensional silhouettes, so that the 
expressionist ôideaõ of a tree becomes its 
most important factor; houses and 
dwellings ôreducedõ to a conglomeration of 
tottering angles, or alternatively enlarged to 
imposing , seemingly cyclopean, masonry 
(here, I am thinking, respectively, of the 
little hou ses piled on top of one another in 
the depiction of medieval Prague in 
Wegenerõs  Der Golem [1920] and Deathõs 
massive wall in Langõs Der mude Tod 
[1921]) 
 
An often purposeful creation of artifice as 
an overall effect of the mise-en-scene; a 
ôtheatricalõ feel, for example in Caligariõs 
use of patently stage-like sets with even 
shadows painted in to enhance the sense of 
unreality. This in opposition to most other 
films (either ôavant-gardeõ or mainstream) 



 

  

which strive for as ôrealisticõ a presentation 
of their material as possible. Here we can 
compare the fantastic elements in Bunuel 
and Daliõs surrealist film Un Chien Andalou  
(1928) ð such as the ants crawling from a 
hole in the male actorõs hand ð with 
expressionist presentations of fantastic 
material. Whil e the former is made to look 
as real as possible to achieve its surrealistic 
effect, in a sense to make its ôrevolutionaryõ 
point in questioning the accepted 
hierarchies of thought and consciousness, 
expressionist cinema seems more concerned 
to create an overall aesthetic effect, 
conjuring an atmosphere of 
otherworldliness that does not so radically 
intermix notions of ôrealityõ and ôdreamõ in 
similar overtly propagandist terms. In fact, 
unless we are to read into expressionist 
cinema ideas popularised by such writers as 
Kracauer and Eisner (8), with their 
philosophical notions of a body of film 
constituting an expression of  ôtypically 
German excess of soulõ (9), then what we 
are looking at are only aesthetic ôsurfacesõ 
and highly stylised effects, essentially 
without Modernist  revolutionary concerns. 
Of course, this does nothing to reduce the 
impact of, say, Murnauõs Faust (1926), as an 
effective and fascinating evocation of 
legendry diabolism, but we cannot discern 
anything ôModernistõ about this film other 
than its style. It is this aspect of cinematic 
expressionism which Kristin Thompson (10) 
emphasises in defining expressionist mise-
en-scene: 
 
Expressionism will here serve as a stylistic 
system term minimiz[ing] the differences 
among the four aspects of mise-en-scene: 
lighting, costume, figure disposition, and 
setting. The expressionist film makes, as 
much as possible, a single visual material of 
these aspects; the result is an emphasis on 
overall composition. Expressionism 
émakes[s] the body purely a compositional 
element. 

In this there are aspects influenced by the 
ôpure cinemaõ of abstract film makers, such 
as Hans Richter, Oskar Fischinger, Viking 
Eggeling , and others, whose concerns were 
wholly compositional, utilising geometrical 
shapes, animated silhouettes, etc, to create a 
Modernist cinema of structural continuity. 
Some of these aims seem to be echoed in 
expressionist concerns to create thematic 
fluidity, giving ôlifeõ to the inanimate, or 
conversely, making living things (such as 
the crowds lini ng the bridge in the Italian 
segment of Langõs Der mude Tod ) into a 
part of the frameõs overall compositional 
pattern. We can also see the influence of 
constructivist ideas in the deliberate use of 
ôartificeõ, though, of course, this is directed 
to differ ent ends than the more technical 
aims of the Russian school of 
constructivism. German expressionist 
cinema does not on the whole have the 
same ingredients as much other Modernist 
cinema, in that there is no rejection of a 
straight forward narrative. From Caligari  
forward, there is a strong emphasis on 
traditional narrative structure. Though the 
effect of a specific film can be ôpoeticõ, there 
seems to be no attempt at a Modernist 
conception of ôpure poetryõ which we 
discern in the films of Man Ray, or Rene 
Clair. In fact, unlike the impecunious non - 
commercial cinema of the impressionists, 
the dadaists, the surrealists, et.al., the gamut 
of expressionist films were studio vehicles, 
produced on a relatively large budget (in 
fact some of the budgets became colossal, 
eg: Langõs Metropolis  [1926], at 5.3 million 
marks (11)!) which is in stark contrast to the 
ôhome madeõ affairs of struggling artists. 
This is why it was remarked above that one 
should label the corpus of expressionist 
films as ôartõ films (in the accepted sense, as 
I have just outlined) with caution. Certainly, 
the international success of Caligari , 
produced by the Decla company, created a 
lucrative ôart filmõ industry in Germany 
which could garner critical and commercial 



 

  

success in London, Paris and New York. In 
this respect, the expressionist productions 
which followed Caligari  from Ufa became a 
recognised product to the international art 
cognoscenti, defining German cinema as 
ôexpressionistõ to foreign audiences who did 
not have the opportunity to  see the types of 
films the ôordinaryõ German cinema-going 
public would see. (12) The lasting 
impression of Weimar Republic Germany is 
one characterised by artistic abandon 
leading to a veritable hot bed of creativity. 
Images of wild, sexual licence in seedy 
Berlin night clubs and infatuated actors and 
artists have entered the popular 
consciousness as a prevailing image of these 
times, but as is always the case, these were 
things which affected the day to day affairs 
of the vast majority of people minimally . (In 
fact these minority -based assumptions 
about what constitutes a particular 
countryõs national cinema persist to this 
day, resulting in a distorted 
historical/cultural perception of the country 
in question.) 
 
That Caligari  is stylistically Modernist there 
can be no doubt. It has all the instantly 
recognisable components outlined above, a 
remarkable fact in consideration of Caligari  
as a blue print, almost a prototype, of the 
expressionist genre. In this sense, it is a film 
that seemed to come out of nowhere, self 
contained and ôperfectõ in its originality. So 
original, really, that it could not be repeated 
without the ôtrickõ seeming instantly ôold 
hatõ. Most of the films influenced by 
Caligari  soon abandoned its stark, 
uncompromising mise -en-scene, and 
developed their expressionist elements in 
different directions, which really meant 
toning them down. We see stills from 
Genuine(1920) and Raskalnikov  (1923 ð 
based on Dostoyevskyõs brilliant novel, 
Crime and Punishment) that look like 
counterfeit Caligariõs, and the more 
successful films, like Der Golem and Der 

mude Tod, dispense with such blatant 
references in favour of a fairy tale-like 
medievalism. In this respect, there is very 
little Modernist content in German 
expressionist cinema. 
 
Further, to return to Caligari  specifically, 
we can see that even in this archetypical 
expressionist film that Modernism is more 
evident in style than in ôcontentõ. When we 
consider the stylistic elements of the film we 
clearly perceive the sinister, macabre 
characters of Dr. Caligari and the 
murderous somnambulist Cesare ; the 
supporting characters with their eccentric 
gestures and stark appearances; the sharply 
angled ôexteriorsõ with mad cut-out shapes 
representing trees, buildings, windows, etc.; 
the claustrophobic ôinteriorsõ, with 
contrasting white walls and angular painted 
shadows that give a static sense of endless 
night; the canted camera angles and strong 
lighting techniques, making use of 
contrasting  bright light and deep shade; the 
sense of cultivated artifice to engender a 
dreamlike effect. At the climax of the film, 
when the townsfolk are pursuing Conrad 
Veidt as Cesare (who has abducted the 
ôheroineõ, Jane, played by Lil Dagover) 
across the rickety, insubstantial rooftops, 
the audience has the illusion at one point 
that Cesare is actually standing on a 
precipice made of shadows. This is the 
filmõs most profoundly enigmatic image; a 
haunting effect that defines cinematic 
expressionism as something like the mad 
illusion the ôframingõ sequence reveals 
Caligari  to be.  All a ôdream within a 
dreamõ worthy of Edgar Allan Poe. (13) But 
perhaps this is itself a hint as to why 
German Expressionist cinema seems less 
stridently Modernist than, for example, 
Dada cinema; in that its Modernism seems 
only a surface gloss on material which dates 
from previous epochs. Contrast the visual 
qualities of Caligari  with its setting and 
story. What we find is a typical 



 

  

gothic/romantic fabl e set in a ônever-never 
landõ, with the dark overtones of the 
previous ly mentioned Poe, or the uncanny 
stories of E.T. A Hoffman; ôThe Sandmanõ 
(1816) springs immediately to mind in this 
connection. The film is also plotted in a 
straight forward manner, and the ôframingõ 
device which partially rationalises the story 
adds fur ther elements of plot 
conventionality to what could have been a 
much more unconventional film if it had 
not been added on (much to the disgust of 
Mayer and Janowitz). (14) 
 
Caligariõs ôstoryõ would be familiar to a 
literary audience who would recognise 
elements taken from the ôgothicõ sources 
mentioned, but also from previous German 
films with macabre themes, such as The 
Student of Prague (1913) and earlier 
versions of Der Golem. In other words, if 
you remove the stylistic innovations, you 
are left with a conventional ôhorrorõ film, 
albeit with a sound pedigree based on a 
self-conscious awareness of the gothic 
genre. This is also the case with Wegenerõs 
Der Golem ( partially based, as it was, on 
earlier film versions; one of which  Wegener 
made himself in 1914) derived from a 
contemporised medieval Jewish legend;(15)  
Der mude Tod is another updating of an old 
legend which apart from its light hearted 
ôstories-within -the-storyõ sections (the 
ôchinese storyõ, in particular, would seem to 
have been influenced by the pantomime-
like trickery of pioneer special effects man, 
George Melies) is essentially another foray 
into gothic fable territory. The story also 
doubles as a moral tale about selflessness, 
and the plot is constructed to create a linear 
or cyclic structure which produces a 
satisfying sense of closure at the filmõs end. 
Similarly, the films directed by Murnau ð 
Nosferatu  (1922) and the previously cited, 
Faust ð are steeped in the tradition of 
popular supernaturalism, in the respective 
shapes of the vampire (specifically, Stokerõs 

world famous Dracula ) and the devil. Both 
films work brilliantly as exciting, 
conventional narratives, with superbly 
realised spectral mise-en-scenes. 
Stylistically they are innovative and well 
crafted, but not, I think, Modernist in any 
propagandist sense. Yet what these films I 
have briefly mentioned do communicate is 
a feeling of nightmarish vision and 
superhuman dynamism we can define as 
qualities of the Sturm und Drang, ôstorm and 
stressõ, a state of self knowledge which 
transforms its working material onto a 
higher level of intensity. In this sense we 
can interpret these strangely traditional 
expressionist films as Modernist in the 
Luciferian sense: that of a romantic 
resurgence of demonic individualism in 
rejection of the prevailing socialist, 
ôcollectivistõ, line of many other Modernist 
groups. These films would seem to be the 
work of auteurs concerned only with self, 
rather than societal, expression ð Modernist 
in that sense as a specific precursor to post 
Modernist attitudes, I would argue.  
 
3: Triumph of the Mundane  
 
It may seem ill informed or reactionary to 
portray the ôpost expressionistõ period of 
German film making before the Second 
World War as a mere postscript to the 
creative torrent of the Caligari  era. There 
were, of course, still masterpieces in the 
form of Pabstõs Pandoraõs Box (1928) and 
Langõs M  (1931) with its searing 
performance from Peter Lorre, and the 
development of the kammerspielfilm from 
Murnauõs The Last Laugh (1924) is of no 
small interest. However, on the whole, I 
think that when expressionism h ad run its 
course, so to speak, along with many other 
Modernist movements which took a down 
curve as the ôtwenties merged into the 
ôthirties, the creative impetus seemed 
comparatively absent. Though many fine 
films appeared, not the least of which being 



 

  

Leni Riefenstahlõs majestically picturesque 
The Blue Light (1932), the overwhelming 
shadow of political oppression loomed too 
large on the horizon. By the time 
Riefenstahl was assembling The Triumph of 
the Will  (1934) from her cleverly idealising, 
stirring f ootage of the Nuremberg Rally, 
which celebrated Hitlerõs ascension to 
absolute power, major figures of the 
industry had absconded to safer shores, 
such as director Fritz Lang and 
cinematographer, Karl Freund ð both of 
whom would go on to lasting fame and 
fortune in Hollywood.  
 
In many ways the Nazi suppression of 
creativity and self expression signalled a 
death blow to Modernism which was 
already atrophying. The rapid changes 
which had swept through the Twentieth 
Centuryõs early decades had also begun to 
sweep away many Modernist concepts. 
These things were, after all, the concern of a 
relatively small percentage of artists and 
self proclaimed ômad peopleõ. When the 
world slumped into economic depression in 
1929, the effects would be felt throughout 
the ôthirties. Slowly but surely people had 
less time for art and leisure as the crisis 
deepened. The popularity of the Nazis can 
be seen as a product of desperation. Films 
like Riefenstahlõs Triumph of the Will  and 
Olympia  (1936), confirm the death of 
individual expression. In its place we see a 
panoramic spectacle which, apart from the 
surprisingly homely visage of Adolph 
Hitler, is anonymous in its epic scale. Like 
Lucifer, the individual has been cast out 
from a mundane world which has no place 
for him.  
 
Notes 
 
1 See Mendgen, Eva, von Stuck, Koln, 1995. 
2 Mendgen, page 20. 

3 See Richard, Lionel, ôThe Expressionist 
Movementõ in Concise Encyclopedia of 
Expressionism, Hertfordshire, 1986, p.7 ð 22. 
4 See Steffens, Wilhelm, in Richard, p. 156 ð 186. 
For an overview of expressionist stories of the 
ôphantasticõ, see Green, Malcolm, The Golden 
Bomb, Edinburgh, 1993. 
5 Eisner, Lotte H., The Haunted Screen, Berkeley 
1973. 
6 Eisner, p.15. 
7 Ibid. p.18. 
8 These influential writers have been recently 
criticised in Elsaesser, Thomas, Weimar Cinema 
and After, London, 2000. 
9 A phrase I have borrowed from Elsaesser. 
10 Thompson, Kristin, ôExpressionist Mise-en-
Sceneõ in Eisensteinõs Ivan the Terrible, 
Princeton, 1981. 
11See Vierra, Mark, Hollywood Horror, New 
York, 2003, p.18. 
12 This forms part of Elsaesserõs argument 
against the interpretations of Eisner and 
Kracauer, who characterise the expressionist 
corpus in terms of prophetic fore -shadowings of 
Nazism; Kracauer the more explicitly.  
13 Poeõs ôMurders in the Rue Morgueõ, with its 
malevolent hypnotist would seem to have had a 
thematic influence on Caligari. The quotation is, 
I believe, from Poeõs poem ôThe Haunted 
Palaceõ. 
14 Robinson, David, Das Cabinet des Dr. 
Caligari, London, 1997. 
15 Eisner, p. 66 ff. 
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HOLLOW EARTH  
 

By Kate MacDonald  
 

Images By D M Mitchell  
 
The way out is a long tunnel towards the 

light, but it doesnõt help when you know 

the light is guiding you out there, into the 

chill and bluster and snow. Iõd rather have 

stayed home. Iõd rather stay in the tunnel, 

for that matter, waiting for a better pla n to 

come to me. But we move towards the door, 

silently, sullenly, knowing what awaits us. 

A blast of wet, cold air, strongest right at 

the threshold, for maximum shock effect. 

Imogene has a thin jacket on, corduroy and 

imitation leather, green and brown, thrift 

store chic, barely covering her skinny little 

frame. It fascinates me, this little jacket, 

because Iõm almost paralyzed, cloaked in 

my black wool leviathan. Iõm expecting her 

to freeze and then shatter, pieces blown into 

the wind down the street, un recognizable as 

human. I can picture it.  

 

Trevor, himself wearing a thin coat that 

would be inadequate past October for most 

people, reaches out to put an arm around 

her, but she has her head down to keep the 

snow out of her eyes and seems not to 

notice the gesture. He looks at her and I 

think heõs wondering whether or not to try 

to reach out again, but he does nothing. I 

think about trying to reach out to Peter the 

same way, but it would be too humiliating 

to be brushed off. Heõd scowl at me and ask 

what I was doing and Iõd adopt that chirpy, 

good-humored tone I always do at such 

moments, to reassure everyone that heõs 

always cranky, to make them think that I 

know how to handle it and inside another 

syringe full of rot would shoot into my 

system. Itõs killing me over time, I know. 

But if itõs going to kill me, I would at least 

like to pretend that I wasnõt also humiliated. 

They donõt believe that these things donõt 

hurt, I can see it when they look at me, but 

they let me pretend, which is what Iõve 

become willing to accept.  

 

The wind swirls the snow around, pushing 

it right into us, into our faces. It sticks to our 

hair, it slashes at our foreheads. I can feel 

my face aching from exposure. The five of 

us- me, Peter, Trevor, Imogene, and Les- 

what a bereft company we must make. Les 

trails behind us a few steps, still a little 

weakened from a bad flu that lingered. I can 

hear him breathing even over the wind. He 

was laid up at home with fever so bad, he 

told us, that he was hallucinating, 

convinced all of his f amily and friends had 

been in the room with him, when he was 

actually in his apartment by himself.  

 

Thereõs a look of anxiety that runs behind 

his eyes when he talks about waking up, 

suddenly lucid and alone in the middle of 

the night. The power had been knocked out 

by a storm and his heat was off. He could 

see clouds above him when he exhaled and 

then, as the congestion in his chest became 

worse, he watched the clouds grow wispy 

and insubstantial, becoming thinner no 

matter how hard he pushed to get air out.  



 

  

 
 

He realized that there was no air in him and 

lay there imagining that his lungs had 

frozen when the power went off, that he 

was gradually dying from the inside out, 

blood growing thick and heavy, icicles 

forming on the inside of his stomach cavity. 

He didnõt tell the story as a frightening one, 

he told it as a joke- how funny it was that he 

had been so out of it. But the fear was in 

there, peering out at us, begging for help 

through his muddy eyes.  

 

It seems like a very long walk in the bitter 

cold, but I know it isnõt. It takes us longer 

than it should because itõs difficult to see. 

The place we are going is on a street with a 

number of townhouses that cry out for care 

and the one we turn into is crying more 

plaintively than the others. These were 

elegant homes once, but now they lean on 

each other for support, a mix of rundown 

housing for peripatetic tenants and 

homemade storefronts to meet the tenantsõ 

immediate needs. The entrance to the place 

we are heading has a plywood vestibule 

stuck on the front of it. When we go in, I 

realize that this is because the door is so 

decayed that without some sort of 

protection, the wind would tear right 

through the interior. The girl sitting at a 

makeshift desk at the front asks us for our 

coats, which I surrender against my better 

judgment. Inside is a sizeable flat, about a 

third of which has been converted to a sort 

of performance space. There is a recess in 

the front, a bay window that would look 

out on the street if it were not covered in 

blankets and towels. The recess is ringed by 

a few colored lights to denote that this is a 

stage. Facing the stage in what would 

otherwise be the rest of the living room is a 

gang of mismatched chairs. There is a sofa 

at the back of the room that looks more 

comfortable, where I want to stretch out 

and be held, but I know better than to 

suggest to Peter that he and I sit there. We 

sit around the middle of the room, next to 

each other, on separate chairs. Imogene and 

Trevor sit behind us on the sofa. Les sits off 

to the side, where he has a better view of 

the room.  

 

Imogeneõs friend Veronica is there, which I 

try not to mind, even when Peter makes a 

big show of going to greet her. They try to 

hug, but miss each other in an awkward 

series of pivots, unable to decide what they 

want that h ug to reveal. She is looking at 

me, around his back. I face forward, having 

no one to speak to, and turn the corners of 



 

  

my eyes towards them. I cannot stop myself 

from looking, from feeling how brightly he 

shines for her, from observing how 

theatrically ha ppy he acts, but I try not to 

incline my head too much towards them. I 

see him glancing over at me from time to 

time, making sure Iõm watching. If he thinks 

Iõm not looking, his voice gets louder. I feel 

the pressure of my own discomfort pulling 

the life out of me, leaving me hollow and 

shivering and acutely aware of the wind 

leaking around the doorframe and past the 

blankets in the windows. I would do 

anything to be out of this place, except go 

back out into the cold again.  

 

Behind me, I can hear Imogene talking to 

some others. These are her friends, after all, 

and we are here following her lead. A 

collection of artistically inclined outcasts, 

some of them performing, others gathered 

to watch. Imogene is performing, but not on 

stage. Her voice carries throughout the 

room, illuminating the modern history of 

her sex life, the ridiculously complicated 

things that she has done with Trevor, and 

with another. The mention of another is 

expected in this room, because we all know 

that Trevor is one of two in her exciting life 

at the moment. The other is away for the 

weekend. Sometimes, the three of them go 

out together for effect.  

 

I could turn around and be part of her 

audience, but it makes me uncomfortable, 

her vomiting forth of details, parts, 

accessories, smells. Perhaps itõs because Iõm 

prudish and conservative and too uptight to 

even listen to these sorts of lurid tales, 

because, in this crowd, that is exactly how I 

feel. Really, Iõm always afraid that somehow  

 
 

Imogene will point the spotlight on others, 

that she will want them to share their 

details, if only so that her stories seem that 

much more risqué by comparison. What 

would I say if I were to describe my own 

misadventures? Peter and I hardly touch 

each other. He likes nothing except the 

obvious and he doesnõt clean his bed sheets 

as often as I would like. I respond to 

nothing from him because I know whatever 

happens, I get nothing. Imogene's stories 

seem to cross lines of what is physically 

possible, but she sounds like sheõs talking 

about an intense bowel movement rather 

than an emotional high. I would sound like 

I was talking about sleep.  

 

A ragged-looking master of ceremonies 

hops into the designated stage area, 



 

  

announcing that performances are about to 

begin. Peter dutifully takes his seat next to 

me. Veronica curls up in a smaller, cushion-

laden chair on the other side of him. I try 

not to react to the way his hand dangles 

tantalizingly over her leg. I want to try to 

start a conversation with him, but all day 

when Iõve opened my mouth, heõs been 

dying to pick a fight.  

 

 
 

It started last night, when he got home late. 

He made a point of telling me that he didnõt 

want me prying into where heõd been, 

which meant that he wanted me to know I 

wouldnõt be happy about it, twisting the 

knife in my gut a lit tle more. Heõd had an 

aura of disappointment, like a sour gas, 

around him. I could see that some plan that 

had fallen through, perhaps with Veronica, 

or perhaps with someone new. Whatever it 

was, I was somehow implicated in it, if only 

by being there, wondering if he was going 

to come home or not.  

 

The first act is someone reading poetry, bad, 

bad poetry, stringing words together, trying 

childishly to follow a rhythm. I see Les, who 

has distanced himself from all of us, leaning 

and whispering to a girl wit h a pink face 

next to him. She is cute, cute like a doll, 

with a perfect little smile. He leans way too 

close to her to seem casual, probably too 

close to see her smile turning stiff while he 

talks. She can smell that hint of desperation 

on him. Perhaps heõs telling her the same 

story about when he was sick. She finally 

gets up to join a friend of hers on stage, 

since they are the next act up. He reaches to 

pat her arm and just misses her as she steps 

aside.  

 

The pink-faced girl and her friend strum 

guitar s and sing self-consciously naive folk 

songs. Childrenõs songs, really. The twenty 

or so people in the room catch on and sing 

along with the choruses, Les more 

enthusiastically than the others.  

 

I can feel the outside getting in, the cold 

cutting right through my clothing and 

getting under my skin. The wind has picked 

up and, in the portion of window visible 

above the blankets, I can see snow, a lot 

more snow, coming down. There is a 

sudden moment of panic. I could be stuck 

here. We could be snowed in and be left to 

entertain each other, forced to endure each 

other until the storm passes. The storm 

could trap us in here for hours, and all that 

is keeping me sane at this moment is the 



 

  

belief that I could stand up and withdraw to 

my home if only I could convince myself to 

go out into the cold. Needing camaraderie, I 

take a look around the room to see if 

anyone else is watching the storm, getting 

scared at the idea that they may not be able 

to leave. People are either looking at the 

performers or at each other. Imogene leans 

close to Trevor, pressing her torso against 

him, the globes of her breasts shifting 

noticeably, unhindered, beneath her worn 

cotton shirt. He starts, because she almost 

presses into his lit cigarette, and pushes her 

aside to protect her. She simply turns to the 

other side and starts talking to one of her 

friends, in a stage whisper that everyone 

around her can hear. Trevorõs so concerned 

that she might get hurt, but he leaves 

bruises. 

 

I try to imagine how long it would take me 

to walk home from here, struggling through 

the wind and mounting snow by myself. A 

long haul back home. If I could find a taxi, I 

could take one. But the issue is not really 

how I could get home if I left. The issue is 

what would happen afterwards. Peter sits 

there next to me, ignoring me, avoiding me, 

like he does every time we go out. But Iõve 

tried leaving without him before, tried 

walking away entirely. Thatõs when he 

loves me, with such intensity that I reg ain 

my foolõs faith.  

 

The next act is another folk singer, a sort of 

one-man band, with instruments sticking 

out of him everywhere, half troubadour, 

half android. The pink -faced girl stands 

next to the entrance, talking to the girl at the 

door and pulling  on her coat. Les 

approaches her. She looks a little puzzled, 

withdraws just a step from him while he 

talks to her. And then, without waiting for a 

more welcoming signal, heõs writing down 

his phone number for her, which she 

accepts with a noncommittal smi le. He 

moves closer, as if to hold or touch her to 

seal their contract, but she is gone, as 

quickly as that. He folds his arms over his 

chest, smiling a little so that everyone 

understands that he has accomplished 

something.  

 

 
 

The bitterness of the air cuts through me 

when she opens the door. Outside has 

become desperate, worse even than when 

we arrived, which already felt like it was 

going to do me in. Between acts, I want to 

talk to someone. I want to talk to Peter for 

lack of another option, but somehow, this 



 

  

would be breaking a rule. Besides, he is 

talking with Veronica, leaning low over the 

side of his chair, so that his face is almost 

touching hers.  

 

I want to be away from here, away from this 

squalid den, from the bodies around me. I 

imagine myself simply standing up, 

demanding my coat from the pile in the 

closet and walking out and away, out into 

the storm, because if I was cold, if my 

fingers were freezing and sore, if the skin 

on my legs was burning from the bite of the 

wind, at least it would m ean that I was 

something, that I had a body to feel. In here, 

I am nothing. Mindless, disembodied, 

unknown and unremarkable. I am appalled 

at my own hesitation, wondering what else 

could possibly be needed, what would 

actually motivate me to rise from this  seat 

where I can get neither comfortable nor 

warm. I wonder what would quell the sense 

of dread I feel at the thought of walking out 

of here.  

 

I have a vision of my life, unchanged, 

twenty years from now, with Peter and 

children, children borne from bore dom and 

lack of options, running around us in this 

room, watching us sit, ignoring each other 

in our better moments, wishing each other 

dead behind our dulled eyes. Itõs not going 

to happen, of course, neither of us wants 

married life and children anyway. Half the 

time now, when weõre still young, we canõt 

stand the sight of each other. There is no 

future between us, and yet there always 

seems to be a present. I am still here and he 

is still sitting beside me. We are both death-

still.  

 

He is no longer talk ing to Veronica, or 

talking at all. He is staring ahead, waiting 

for the next act to begin. I remember when 

we first started seeing each other, how 

intertwined we suddenly became, how we 

went from strangers to filling up every 

moment of time for the other,  filling it with 

candied sentiment. I try to imagine 

describing that time to Imogene and having 

her mistake what I was talking about for a 

sex act. She would marvel at its intricacy, its 

serpentine grace. And how would I describe 

that involvement now? Cons tricting both of 

us and petrified over time? His hazel eyes 

flick towards me at a regular beat, but I 

know better than to show him that I notice.      

 

I wonder if he remembers our beginning the 

way I do, a sliver of idyllic time. I wonder if 

that memory i s what makes him howl when 

I start to leave.  

 

The stage remains empty, although the MC 

calls out from his seat at the back of the 

room that more is coming. People are 

talking, little groups of friends forming, 

their voices rattling all around me, separate  

from me.  

 

And not knowing what else to do, I reach 

out and start to curl my fingers around 

Peterõs.  

 

He snaps his hand away, as if Iõve burnt 

him and gives me a brutal scowl. He keeps 

his eyes on me a long time.  
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