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INTERESTING TIMES:  

KIND STRANGERS  

By Andrew Maben  

Youõd think that at this point I 
might have stopped, or at least 
paused, to take stock, to 
consider what I thought I was 
doing, where I thought I might 
be going. Apparently not. If I 
had a picture of myself at the 
time it was arms spread high, 
head back, running at full tilt. If 
asked, I would certainly have 
claimed to be running to 
embrace life, but who knows? 
Perhaps I was in headlong 
flighté In any event I hope 
youõll indulge me as I venture a 
few thoughts from my present 
vantage, with all the adv antages 
of hindsight.  

All kinds of ideals and ideas filled my head, heady visions of possibilities that I was convinced 
both could and should be realised were confronted with harsh realities that it would seem I 
believed would be overcome through sheer bli nd faith. My schoolboy infatuation with Christ, 
itself born of the loneliness and pain of my schooldays, remained on the one hand as a deep 
desire to find a way to live a life both just and kind, and on the other had mutated into a 
certainly unrealistic, and quite probably unhealthy, idealisation, idolatry even, of òWomanó. I 
still believed in the transformative power of Art, but with no clear notion of how that might be 
realised in actuality. And of course I had been bewitched by the many utopian notions t hat 
were abroad at the time: the promise of a world in which work would be but a small part of 
lives dedicated to leisure and self-fulfillment; and of course Learyõs Pied Piper call to òturn on, 
tune in, drop outó. Now I was coming face to face with the difficulties of living a just life in a 
profoundly unjust world, and as youõll see making some pretty dubious moral choices as a 
result. My artistic ambitions were still reeling from my expulsion from art school. My notions of 
romantic love had received a near-crippling blow at Sallyõs hands. Finally I was finding just 
how difficult it is to òdrop outó without the advantages of privilege and celebrity enjoyed by 
figures like Leary. Then, of course thereõs the laughable irony, not to say hypocrisy, of the scion 
of an English family with upper -middle class aspirations pretending to adopt poverty as a way 
of lifeé Alas, I failed to even recognise, let alone confront these conflicts in any meaningful 
way. 

So it was that not many days later I was sitting at an outside table at the Café St. Michel, nursing 
an espresso, enjoying the waiters studiously ignoring American touristsõ calls of òGar­on!ó, and 
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watching the passing parade and the youngsters sitting on the wall of the fountain. My eye was 
caught by two very att ractive girls approaching from the direction of St. André des Arts ð the 
first was the perfect embodiment of chic, thigh -high boots, mini skirt and polo -neck that 
perfectly flaunted her Bardotesque figure, her companion rail thin and less ostentatiously 
attired, a Pre-Raphaelite faerie queen. To my astonishment they asked if they might join me, 
and needless to say I agreed. Well, of course it was not my stunning good looks that had caught 
their eye, simply that I looked as though I might be able to find som e hashé They told me their 
names ð the siren was Xanthe, the sylph Helen ð gave me some money and an address, and 
went on their way. Some hours later I rang the bell of what turned out to be Xantheõs flat. I was 
soon, subtly but unmistakably, disabused of any idea that I might have had of bedding Xanthe, 
or even being allowed to stay for a night or threeé 

Helen, however, was rather more willing to extend the hand of friendship, and so it was that 
the two of us were back at the Café St. Michel late one evening. There was a small group of 
Germans frequenting the Quartier who, rumour had it, were in the habit of robbing people at 
knife point, so I was a little put out when a couple of them sat down uninvited at our table.  

òWanna buy some hash?ó asked the burlier of the two.  

òNo way,ó I replied, òthat leads straight to heroin.ó 

I suppose I had some idea that this would be enough to send them on their way. I was 
mistaken. We were subjected to an intensive sales spiel, by turns cajoling, pleading, reasoning. 
Somehow I signalled to Helen to follow my lead, and for the next twenty minutes or so we 
resisted all their blandishments.  

Finally: òYou should at least try it once.ó And reluctantly we allowed ourselves to be 
persuaded. Given their reputation, god alone knows w hat I was thinking in going myself into 
this bearsõ lair, let alone bringing Helen along. Nevertheless, off we went to a grimy piaule in a 
back street near to Shakespeare & Co. 

All five of their little gang were crammed into the tiny space, and Helen and I  were offered the 
only two straight backed chairs. A joint was rolled. Some very potent Afghani.  

òWhat do you feel?ó I was asked after taking a first hit. 

òNothing at all,ó I lied. 

òTake another hit.ó 

I did.  

òStill nothing.ó 

I passed the joint on to Helen, who also professed to be unaffected. 

And so it went. They rolled joint after joint, and we claimed to be completely unaffected. Finally 
I asked for the loo, where I shook some drops of piss onto blotting paper and wrapped them in 
foil ð in those days I carried all kinds of paraphernalia ð before going back into the room. 

òWell, we should get going. Thanks for the smoke. And, oh, anyone want to buy some acid?ó 
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Again I ask myself what on Earth I though t I was doingé But I was greeted with gales of 
laughter. 

òSo you do smoke?ó 

òYeah. That was some really nice hash. Thanks.ó 

More laughter. They bought five òtripsó and off we went. Luckily I never ran into them againé 

Jean and Le Dorze were back in town by now, and they introduced me to a friend by the name 
of Gilbert who worked, appropriately enough, at the Gibert Jeune bookshop on Place St. Michel 
and lived with his mother in the suburb of Robinson. Gilbert had very kindly offered me a place 
to stay, more or less indefinitely. Sometimes weõd take the train together from the Gare 
Montparnasse, sometimes Iõd meet him at a caf® near the Robinson station. On one of these 
latter occasions a lonely looking middle -aged man was sitting at one of the tables, gazing 
moodily into space. His face was remarkably similar to m ine, or how I might have imagined 
mine would look at that age. With something of a shock, I somehow became convinced that he 
in fact was me, that this was some backwards deja vué I had, and still have, no idea how to 
process this perception, nor a companion experience on a bus in Hollywood some years lateré 

I might never have got around to leaving Paris, were it not for Helen. She and I had formed a 
friendship of sorts, and when she more or less begged me to accompany her to England to visit 
her brother, wh o was with the USAF and stationed somewhere in East Anglia, I was fairly 
easily persuaded. 

So we found ourselves on deck on the Calais-Dover ferry as the sun set on a blustery autumn 
day. She affected surprise when I tried to kiss her. 

òBut do you love me?ó 

òYes. Yes, I think I do,ó I lied, and she melted into my embrace, though it would be several days 
before we would have the opportunity to sleep togetheré 

I have only the haziest of memories of sitting around a kitchen table with her brother and his 
wife,  before we made our way to Brighton, where I invited us to stay with Tom and Pennyé 

Alas, our little idyll was to be short -lived. òBut do you love me?ó became a persistent irritant. 
We went up to London to see Blue Cheer at the Roundhouse. We were getting ready for the 
show in a friendõs flat in Notting Hill and had each dropped a hit of acid. Helen was sitting at 
the dressing table, putting on makeup.  

òAlmost ready?ó I asked. 

òDo you love me?ó she answered. Itõs hard ð for me at least ð to lie on acid, so I prevaricated. 

But she persistedé 

On the tube to Chalk Farm: òDo you love me?ó 

At the Roundhouse, repeatedly: òDo you love me?ó 
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Finally, in desperation, I took refuge  inside a speaker cabinet on stage. Blue Cheer advertised 
themselves as òthe loudest band in the worldó, so I heard nothing but the band, guitar howls 
that conjured a vision of a dying dinosaur, but Helen stood in front of me, mouthing over and 
over again òDo you love me?ó 

It didnõt help that our hip bones were exactly the same width, so Iõd get bruises whenever we 
fucked ð I suppose she did too, but Iõm afraid I gave no thought to thaté 

Things came to a head one afternoon when I ran out of cigarettes. 

òIõm going out for some fags.ó 

òIõll come with you.ó 

òThereõs no need.ó Hell, the shop was two doors down on the other side of a narrow street.  

òOK,ó I sighed. But Iõd reached the end of my tether, and when we got back to the flat I told her 
sheõd have to leave. Tears ensued, but she left. And then Penny let me know that Iõd overstayed 
my welcom e too. So I found a little room to rent in Hove. Where did I get the money, you may 
be wondering. Well, I was always dealing quid deals of hash, which kept me in smoke, and I 
somehow managed to get a job in a little hippy caf® in the Lanes. The pay wasnõt much, but I 
was allowed to eat free of charge ð I still remember fondly their yogurt and mueslié 

Around this time, Nigel, a friend of Tom and Pennyõs, planned a trip to the West Country in his 
ancient Austin 7, and somehow I inveigled an invitation to join  him. I think we made it as far as 
Plymouth and backé And one mad night in Windsor. I was with Nigelõs girlfriend Jill, though 
how we happened to be there, and how we happened to be together entirely escape me now. 
Yet somehow we were at the Castle wall. 

òLetõs go in!ó said Jill. 

òButéó 

She laughed, turned and started to climb a gate. She jumped, turned again and beckoned meé 

We cavorted on the lawn for a few minutes, ran back to the gate and lefté 

I indulged my artistic impulses whilst in Hove by actually completing a painting, long since 
lost, and certainly not very good. As I recall, it depicted two naked women, kneeling, their 
backs arched and facing each other in an alien desert landscape, a rainbow sprouting from their 
nipples arced between the twoé 

Then one evening in December, a dusting of snow on the ground, I came home late from the 
café to find Helen sitting on the doorstep.  

òPlease let me in,ó she begged. 

Did I mention she was from Texas? òI went back to Paris and got back with my old boyfriend. 
Heõs black, but he just canõt satisfy me like you. Please make love to me again. Even just onceó 



9 
 

Oh dear. Poor sweet girlé I made her sleep on the floor next to the bed and masturbated. 
Loudly. In the morning I sent her on her way. I know, what a bastardé 

By Christmas I was almost completely broke so I couldnõt afford the room any longer, and early 
in January I went back to Paris. Apparently I felt that in fact the world did owe me a living ð or 
if not the world, then my friends and acquaintancesé 

Jean certainly seemed glad enough to see me and took me to visit Le Dorze. We had a smoke 
and then set off to Le Dorzeõs grandmaõs, where she graciously offered me a bed in her tiny 
spare room. 

The three of us were often joined by Jeanõs friend Minet, who got his nickname from the fact 
that as he actually held a job he could afford to be a snappy dresser ð at least compared with we 
scruffy three. We would meet every day, smoke, prowl the Quartier Latin, spend hours 
listening to records at PANé 

I listened with envy to  Jeanõs plans to leave for India in the spring, to spend the summer there 
and return in the autumn.  

After a couple of weeks, I decided I should move on. I could feel my presence becoming 
burdensome at Le Dorzeõs grandmotherõs. Nothing was really happening, just hanging out with 
no real plans and precious little in the way of amusement. We were all sitting at a little café by 
the metro, Jean quietly sardonic, Dorze bored, self-absorbed, indifferent and Minet concerned, 
when I told them my plan to hitch to Co penhagen and meet up with Erik.  

When we had finished our coffee, they walked me back to the flat. Standing beneath the metro, 
saying our goodbyes, Minet surprised me by asking, òDo you have any money?ó 

òWell, yes ð a bit.ó 

òHow much is that?ó 

òAbout ten francséó 

òThatõs not enough!ó he said, putting his hand in his pocket, òhere, take this,ó and handed me a 
crisp new one hundred franc note and a gram of hashé 

Early next morning I got off the metro at Porte de la Chapelle and walked out past the 
peripherique  to the on-ramp to the A1 north.  

A series of uneventful, unmemorable rides carried me steadily northward across the grey 
winter landscape, black scarecrow trees and fields dusted with snowé 

It must have been close to midnight when I arrived at the Belgian border, just beyond Lille. I 
walked across, showing my passport to indifferent guards, and found a spot beneath the glare 
of the last of the border floodlights. Traffic was light, not to say sparse, but I didnõt wait as long 
as I feared I would have to. An  old black Maigret -style Citroen pulled over. The Maigret -style 
driver leaned across and rolled down the window.  

òI can take you to Ghent.ó 
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òPerfect,ó I said, climbing in. 

We drove in silence through the black night.  

Then, òArenõt you afraid to get in a car with a stranger in the middle of the night?ó he asked in 
an amused tone. 

òNot particularly. I donõt have a lot to steal. Arenõt you afraid to let a complete stranger into 
your car, in the middle of the night?ó 

òOh no!ó he laughed, òIõm the chief of police in Ghent.ó 

I gulped at the thought of the hash in my pocketé 

We made desultory small talk from time to time, but mostly rode in silence. I must have dozed 
off. 

òHey!ó I shook my head awake. òHey, itõs raining.ó 

I looked outside. We were entering a town , and yes, a nasty looking rain was falling. 

òListen, I have to stop at the police station anyway. Iõll drop you there and you can wait until 
the rain stops. Itõs not as if youõre going to catch a ride at this hour, anyway.ó 

That was certainly true, it mus t be close to three in the morning by now. 

òThanks. Very kind.ó Words, and a feeling, that would repeat themselves many times in the 
course of the coming weeks. 

We pulled up in front of the police station, an imposing, ancient seeming building with a 
massive metal-barred and studded wooden double door set in its corner. Within, the worn 
flagstone floor, heavy, blackened and nocked, massive plain wooden tables and benches gave a 
sense of going back in time. As did the three Rembrandt-visaged policemen in their ornate, old -
fashioned uniforms.  

òHey, guys, I found this young man on the road. Heõs on his way to Copenhagen.ó 

This announcement met with a gentle round of laughter.  

òItõs raining outside, and cold. Give him some coffee and let him wait here till the rain stops.ó 

He shook my hand, wished me luck and left, leaving me standing just inside the door looking at 
the three policemen, who looked mildly displeased that their card game had been interrupted. 
One of them stood. 

òHere, why donõt you sit,ó he said, indicating one of the two other tables. I straddled the bench, 
while he went to a corner of the room. After some clattering, he came back with a tin mug of 
steaming black coffee before rejoining his partners. I pulled out a book, sipped coffee, read and 
listened to their murmurs and occasional quiet laughs, losing myself in Dinesenõs Gothic Tales. 
Was I submerged in her imagined world, or was her world somehow suffusing mine?  

I looked up at the sound of the opening door.  
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òRainõs stopped. You can be on your way.ó 

I downed the last of the coffee, grabbed my bag, asked directions to the Antwerp road and 
headed out into the night. The street was softened by a gauzy white mist. Blurred street light 
globes with gentle glowing haloes, my solitary footsteps echoing b ack to me across the black 
canal, lent the scene the air of another time and I felt myself, for a moment, the hero of some 
gothic romance, setting off in pursuit of fortune and adventure. Wending my way through 
narrow cobbled streets that led me to a wider thoroughfare, where I set down my bag and took 
up my post, by a yellow road sign that stated òAntwerpó, and waitedé 

A truck rolled by, a couple of cars. Drops splashed down into the silent street from branches 
and eaves. And I waited. 

Another car approached, I put out my thumb. Then, realising it was a taxi, I waved in negation. 
But he stopped and backed up. 

òNo, no. I donõt need a taxi.ó 

òI know. Thatõs OK. Where are you going?ó 

òCopenhagen.ó 

He laughed. He was a small man, thinning black hair above a round face with round glasses, 
atop a round body dressed in a nondescript jacket and creased white shirt, open at the neck. 

òI canõt take you there! But youõre not going anywhere now. Iõm getting off work. If you like, Iõll 
fix you breakfast and then Iõll take you to the main road out of town. Itõll be easier to find a ride 
there.ó Iõd scarcely eaten in twenty four hours, it was a tempting offer. We drove a short way, 
and parked in front of a little row house.  

òShh, my wife is sleeping.ó We crept through the front door, down a passage way and into a 
small sitting room.  

òPlease, sit down, make yourself at home. Iõll get breakfast. Do you like Polish sausage?ó 

I perched on the edge of a small light-coloured, flower -patterned sofa and looked around the 
little room. At the far end, a small dining table, lace table cloth, a vase of dried flowers, two 
wooden chairs, next to a floor to ceiling curtain taking up the whole wall. A matching beige 
curtain took up the whole of the wall facing the sofa. A low sideboard a nd a coffee table, small 
framed pictures and some knickknacks completed the scene. 

My host returned, carrying two plates. The three eggs, generous chunk of sausage, bread and 
butter were a welcome sight, and I didnõt need to be told to eat. 

We silently shovelled down the food. When our plates were empty and wiped clean, he piled 
them on the coffee table and turned to me. 

òYou know, I envy you,ó he said. òWhen I was young I always dreamed that I would travel in 
tropical lands. But I married when I was eighte en, so it was not to beéó 

He got up and walked to the curtain -pull.  
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òI decided that if I could not go out and see the world, then I would bring the world to me.ó 

And with a shy flourish, he pulled the curtains open on both walls. Dim shadows of plants in 
the blackness of the night outside, became, with the flick of a light switch, the brilliant greens of 
a luxuriant miniature jungle that occupied the narrow space outside. I gasped in astonishment, 
for there were not just jungle plants. Perched among and upon the branches were parrots and 
macaws, fluorescent greens, brilliant reds and blues and yellows. Curled in a corner a huge 
python, and draped along a branch, head hanging low with tongue darting as it seemed to eye 
me through the glass, an anaconda. 

But I only noticed the birds and snakes after taking in the real wonder of this tiny urban forest. 
For proudly pacing the jungle floor were two beautiful spotted leopards and a shining black 
panther. 

My jaw hung open as, eyes glowing, seeming somehow to stand taller, his portly body, comical 
a moment before, become imposing, he described the animals to me. Yes, he had brought the 
world to him. As some make the world their home, he had made his home the world, and it 
transformed him. No longer an inconsequential toiler with a mundane job in a provincial, if 
picturesque town in a country famous only for beers and as a synonym for boring, he was a 
globe-trotter, an explorer, a man of consequence. 

òWhatõs going on in here?ó His no-longer sleeping wife, evidently. Fie rce, narrow faced, sharp 
eyed and sharper tongued, her hair disheveled, clutching closed her pink quilted dressing 
gown. 

The fire faded, but did not entirely disappear from his eyes.  

òI was justéó 

òNo, no. He must go.ó Casting a disapproving look at our empty plates. òHe must go now.ó 

He gave her a brief, imploring look, but finding no sympathy there, turned resignedly to me.  

òIõm sorryéó 

òNo, no,ó I told him, òThank you. Youõve been very kind,ó picking up my bag and squeezing 
past his wife towards the fron t door. 

At the door he pointed me on my road, and again, òIõm sorry.ó 

òNo, no. Thank you. Extraordinary. Truly, thank you.ó 

òShe doesnõt understand.ó 

òI do.ó For a moment the light returned to his eyes. 

I walked out into the enchanted night. Perhaps I coul d be forgiven for thinking, out into my 
enchanted life. 
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By now a grey light had infused the sky, the fog risen. I found the road and was soon enough 
on my way, through Antwerp and across the Dutch border. The weak sun shone in a chilly 
powder blue sky. A n ondescript beige VW Beetle pulled over for me. 

òRotterdam?ó 

òYes, please.ó 

The driver was small, wiry, his hair close -cropped, his skin tanned nut -brown. He reminded me 
a little of Donald Pleasence in Cul de Sac. I must have dozed offé When I awoke we were 
driving past dunes, a sandy wind -swept beach. Noticing that I was awake, he glanced at me, 
offered a smile. 

òI like to be fit,ó he told me. òI like to swim in the sea and run naked on the sandéó 

I didnõt quite know what to say to this, just looked at him rather bemusedly. 

òWould you like to join me?ó 

Not bloody likely, I thought to myself.  

òUm. No. No, I really donõt have time. I have to get to Copenhagen.ó 

He sighed softly and gave a sad little smileé 

The evening found me at a junction on the outskirts of  Groningen. The sky was overcast and a 
bitter wind blew from the east. Not much trafficé An old tramp approached and gestured a 
request for a cigarette. I couldnõt keep a match alight in the wind, and he held out a hand. I 
passed the matches and he demonstrated how to strike the match into cupped hands shielded 
by the matchbook. A useful lesson that I have continued to make use of almost dailyé 

It grew darker, colder, the wind now laced with a few sparse snowflakes. After some hours of 
foot-stamping, shiver ing, hand-blowing waiting, at last a car stopped.  

òI live close to the German border. Listen, youõd be crazy to try to get any further tonight. Let 
me take you back to my house. You can have something to eat, a good nightõs sleep, and in the 
morning I will  leave you close to the border.ó As you may imagine, I was only too glad to 
accepté 

Once we arrived at my rescuerõs house he called his wife to fix me a bite to eat, then turned to 
me. 

òMy little boy has just moved from his cot to a bed. Please wait here,ó he gestured to the dining 
room, òand I will move him back to his cot. You can have his bed tonight.ó 

I protested feebly, and he insisted, so I took a seat at the table. Soon his wife brought a large 
bowl of steaming home-made soup and a thick ham and cheese sandwich, which were followed 
by a cup of hot chocolate and biscuits. To be warm, and fed, in the company of these two kind 
people as the storm outside grew strongeré I was bathed in a glow of gratitude, comfort, 
reliefé 
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After his wife had served me a hearty breakfast, and given me a bag of sandwiches, we hit the 
road again. Soon enough we were at the approach to the border. 

òIõll drop you here.ó I offered profuse thanks, waved as he drove back the way we had come. 

It soon was apparent that no-one was going to stop for me on this side of the border, so I 
decided to walk to the German side and hope for better luck there. 

The Dutch border guards were friendly, joked with me when I told them my destination. Some 
five hundred metres or so down the road was th e German guard post. 

òStep inside, please.ó 

I stepped inside, approached a counter. 

òYour passport.ó 

I put it on the counter.  

òSo. Where are you going?ó 

òCopenhagen.ó 

òAh. And you have money?ó 

òYes.ó 

òSo. Show me, please.ó 

I fished out Minetõs hundred franc note, put it next to my passport. The guard raised an 
eyebrow. 

òThat is all?ó 

òYes. Itõs enough.ó 

òItõs not enough.ó 

òTonight Iõll be with my friend in Copenhagen, and I have money waiting for me there.ó 

òWait, please.ó 

He picked up my passport, walked to a desk, picked up the telephone. The tone of the 
conversation did not seem to bode well for me. He walked back to the counter, shaking his 
head. 

òNo.ó He put my passport down. 

òNo?ó 

òNo.ó He opened the passport, found a rubber stamp and inkpad, stamped the page, took a pen 
and scribbled a few words. He placed Minetõs money between the pages, closed the passport, 
handed it back to me. 
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òNow you must go back.ó 

So I plodded back to the Dutch side. 

òYou again?ó the guard laughed. 

òYes, Iõm afraid so. The Germans wouldnõt let me in.ó 

òWell now. If the Germans donõt want you, why should we?ó I had a vision of a life spent eking 
a living in the no -manõs land between the borders, surviving on insects and wild rootsé 

òIõll go straight to Amsterdam and have a ticket to England sent to me there.ó 

Another burst of laughter, but then my passport was stamped and I was on my way back down 
the road. I was lucky enough to get a ride more or less straight away going all the way to 
Amsterdam, a journey whose highlight was the  traversal of the Zuider Zee causeway. 
Sometime in the afternoon we pulled up in front of Amsterdamõs Central Station. 

òThis is probably the best place for you. Good luck!ó And off he went. 

The station forecourt was crowded with pedestrians and cyclists, and I stood bewildered for 
several minutes. 

òExcuse me!ó Iõd seen a friendly looking face, a bearded, duffel-coat-wearing, book-carrying 
student. 

òExcuse me, Iõve just arrived. I wonder if you know somewhere where I could stay?ó (Yes, in 
those days you could ask this of a perfect stranger, and reasonably hope for a helpful reply). 

òYes, I think so,ó he answered in near-perfect English. òYou should try the student 
ship Caledonia. When you get there, just ask anyone.ó He gave me directions and off I went. 

It w as a bit of a hike to the docks, but the ship was easy enough to find. I climbed the 
gangplank, and didnõt even have to ask ð the first person to see me as I stepped onto the deck 
took one look at me and asked if I needed a place to sleep. 

òWell, yes, I do.ó 

òI have a friend who I think has still a little space in his cabin.ó 

òThanks, thatõd be greatéó 

A few minutes later we were knocking on a cabin door.  

òSure, I think thereõs room for one more, if you donõt mind sleeping on the floor.ó 

As well as Pieter, the student whose cabin it was, there were already three Germans camping 
out there ð two guys and a girl, all of whose names have, Iõm afraid, long since faded from 
memoryé 

I easily fell into the casual routine of life aboard the Caledonia. The University had an 
agreement with the Amsterdam police that the ship fell outside police jurisdiction, unless the 
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University authorities specifically requested a police presence. What resulted was an ad 
hoccommune run on loosely anarchist lines. Hashish and other drug s were freely available. 
Almost every cabin hosted one or more visitors as well as the student to whom it was assigned. 
There was a bar, where drinks could be cheaply bought, or cadged if you were broke, and a 
subsidised cafeteria serving three nutritious meals a day. The great thing about the cafeteria 
was that for two guilders you could buy a meal ticket that entitled you to one full meal, plus as 
many refills as you liked of vegetables and dessert. People would eat in groups, taking it in 
turns to be the one to have the full meal, while each of the others would fill up on veggies and 
pudding. And no, if you are wondering, it didnõt occur to me, and probably not to most of the 
shipõs other denizens, that this was in any way dishonest ð whatever I may think  in retrospect. 

These arrangements meant that there was no necessity to leave the ship at all. Of course I 
visited the famous Club Paradiso, where drug use was unregulated, a couple of times, and 
occasionally of an early morning a couple of us might hit th e dock to steal a crate of custard and 
a crate of chocolate milk, all in litre bottles, which milkmen kindly left on doorsteps for our 
convenience. No moral scruples here either, Iõm afraidé 

One night the German girl who shared the cabin floor with us crep t into my sleeping bag after 
the lights were outé 

òDonõt worry, we are communists. We must share everything, no?ó Her boyfriend told me in 
the morning. I was certainly in no position to argue the point, though it seemed, and still seems 
to me there is something deeply flawed in any argument that classes a woman as a thing, 
reduces her to the status of chattel or objecté Though no doubt I have treated women thus. Yes, 
Iõm deeply flawed. Like you. 

Iõd managed to put through a phone call home, and the parents reluctantly, and extremely 
grudgingly, agreed to send me enough money to pay for a ticket back to England. Before the 
money arrived, though, my twenty -first birthday rolled around. I smoked a lot of hash, had a 
ludicrous cross-purpose conversation in a corridor with a biker who noticed the STP sticker on 
the back of my jacket. Iõd put it there in reference to the psychedelic, he was referring to the 
engine additive. Iõll let you imagine how that one wenté Then an American sailor decided to 
take me under his wing. òYou canõt drink alone on your birthday!ó He led me to the bar and 
plied me with beers. Sometime later the sky outside lit up in a brilliant flash. Everyone in the 
bar rushed out on deck, to witness a conflagration on the other side of the harbour, where an oil 
storage tank had exploded. òBirthday fireworks!ó my American friend declaredé 

Somehow, while waiting for my money to arrive, I had come up with, or been talked into, a 
scheme to buy a VW van and drive it to India with the three Germans. I had been left the 
princely sum of £200 by my paternal grandmother, and thought this would be more than 
adequate to buy the vehicle and pay my share of the expenses of the trip. So once the ticket 
money arrived, the four of us set out to hitch to Ostend.  

We split into pairs and left at the crack of dawn. The ground was snow -dusted and a bitter 
wind was blowingé Astonishingly, we all arrived in time to board a Dover ferry that 
disembarked in the early afternoon. Perhaps not so astonishingly, the English Immigrati on 
officer did not take kindly to my friends. I called home, hoping that I could persuade my 
parents to stand a guarantors, which went over much as you might expect. So regretfully I bade 
my friends farewell, promising to get in touch as soon as Iõd found a van. It does not seem to 
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have occurred to me to wonder how, not having ever learned to drive, I would manage to get 
the van over to the Continenté The Germans were put on the next boat back to Ostend, and I 
set off to thumb my way back to Eastbourneé 

It was slow going. As the sky closed in with the dusk I found myself at the outskirts of 
Folkestone. Cars were not stopping. It was getting darker. It was getting colder. I began to be 
afraid that I might be stuck all night on the roadé 

Behind me was a row of half a dozen or so houses. I knocked on a door. No one answered. I 
knocked on another door, òExcuse me, I canõt seem to get a ride. Perhaps..?ó But the door had 
slammed in my face before I could even make my plea. And so it went until I had finally, 
fruit lessly, knocked on the door of the last houseé 

My heart sinking, I returned to the roadside. More cars passed without stopping. By now it was 
dark, snow was beginning to fall gently, but threatening to become fiercer. In the distance I saw 
the lights of one more dwelling. In what was now close to desperation I began to trudge 
towards the light. At last, after walking perhaps a little more than half a mile, I found myself in 
front of a small cottage. A warm light glowed through the windows, smoke curled from  the 
chimney. Hoping against hope, I knocked. I could hear muffled voices, and after a moment the 
door opened! 

A very old lady was standing there.  

òYes? What do you want?ó she asked, a little suspiciously, but not unkindly. 

òIõm trying to get back to Eastbourne, but I havenõt been able to get a ride. I wonder iféó 

òLet him in, Maud,ó came a manõs voice from within. 

Maud opened the door wide. òCome in, come in. Take off your shoes. Hang up your coat.ó 

As I shook off those outer garments, I introduced myself.  

òFix the boy something to eat, Maud,ó said her husband, and she disappeared into the kitchen. 

òCome and sit down.ó With a grateful sigh, I took a seat in a wooden armchair by the hearth. 

òI know what itõs like to be out in the cold. I was in the trenches in the Great Waréó 

We chatted slowly about the weather, my travels, until Maud came in with a tray bearing a big, 
steaming bowl of soup, a couple of bread doorsteps and a mug of tea. 

The food was delicious, the more so seasoned with relief and gratitudeé 

As the evening drew on, they produced blankets and cushions that I arranged in the cupboard 
under the stairs. Which is where I slept a deep, dreamless sleep, snug. 

They woke me early, with breakfast of porridge and tea. When I was putting on my coat, Maud 
proffered a brown paper bag. òYouõll be needing some lunchéó When I opened the bag later, I 
found two thick sandwiches and an apple.  
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I bade this kind couple farewell and set off, arriving at home without incident.  

That evening, or perhaps the next day, I saw the news that on the night I had spent with Maud 
and her husband, another hitch-hiker, stranded on the road not five miles from their cottage, 
had managed to break into a car to take shelter. His frozen, lifeless body had been discovered 
there the next morningé Yes, I owe that kind old soldier and his wife my life. 

I have absolutely no recollection whatsoever of this brief sojourn at home, so I conclude that it 
was none too pleasant. I do know that they refused to release my bequest until such time as I 
had some more prudent plan for its disposition. And I donõt think I stayed more than a couple 
of nightsé 

So I wound up at Grannieõs, who welcomed me with open arms. She offered a sympathetic ear 
for my complaints about my recent reception at home, treated m e to her wonderful cooking. I 
knew she had stomach cancer, and that it was at an advanced stage. I knew that her doctors had 
seen fit to keep this truth from her. She gave no hint that she felt herself to be gravely ill, and I 
like to hope that indeed she had noneé I hope her memory of me is as fond as mine of her. 

I thought Iõd try my luck again in London. I still had the phone number that Sophie had given 
me last summer in Nice, and when I got off the train at Paddington I rang her up.  

òHello, Sophie? Itõs Andrew. From Nice, remember?ó 

òOf course I remember. Where are you?ó The òof courseó came as a nice surprise ð Iõve never 
been able to envision myself as offering any very deep impressioné 

òIõm at Paddington. I just came into town.ó 

òWould you like to come over for tea?ó 

Of course I told her Iõd love to, and with her address and some directions I set off for Notting 
Hillé 

I went down the basement stairs and rang the bell. The door opened and to my disconcertitude 
I found myself face to face with Sally.  

She appeared equally astonished. 

òWhat are you doing here?ó she asked simultaneously, as I asked, òWhat are you doing here?ó
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TANGIER MOROCCO , 1957 
 

By Joe Ambrose 
 
Titi stretched up to clasp the Hand of Fatima doorknocker and hammered persistently against 

the Snellõs ancient gnarled door. The boy peered up at the high stone wall that the door was set 

into. His hammering disturbed a family of birds perched on top of the wall, storm petrels with 

black and white ta ils, who now flew off into the city.  

   

The Hand of Fatima ðthe Jews called it the Hand of Miriam ð was said to ward off evil.  

   

An old man sitting crouched in a shady doorway opposite the Snellõs place took a deep drag on 

his Gitane, stared lazily at the scrawny kid now hammering on the door for the second time 

with increased impatience, loudness, and vigour.  

   

Up above the narrow laneway a bright blue cloudless sky looked down upon the scene 

indifferently. The air was full of the scent of hidden orange jasmine trees. A distant manic 

sound of dogs barking and the gnashing and neighing of worn out donkeys further interrupted 

the Casbahõs afternoon silence. 

   

The old man giggled mischievously, his laugh a nasty smokerõs rasp, his eyes suggesting a 

certain lack of common sense or grounding in the real world, as if he was already in 

communication with Allah or belonged to some secret sect with access to true wisdom. 

 

ôSkun?õ demanded a loud full-bodied female voice from behind the door.  

   

ôI am Titi. I have a message for Mr. Bill,õ the boy shouted, feeling stupid talking to a wooden 

door. ôHe asked me to come get him.õ 

   

The old man cackled again as Fatima the housekeeper noisily struggled with the large and 

ancient bolt lock that protected the Snells from Tangierõs unwashed hordes. Eventually the bolt 

surrendered, the door swung open, and Titi stared up at a tall, statuesque black woman in her 

fifties dressed in a pastel pink jellaba. 

 

ôYes? How did you know where to look for this Mr. Bill?õ she demanded haughtily, eyeing Titiõs 

clothes to assess what sort of boy he was and to what extent he could be trusted. He was 

smartly dressed in a pair of worn chinos and a freshly pressed white cotton shirt. He was clean, 

hair freshly cut, and he held himself well.  

   

Fourteen year old Titi, a quiet studious boy thought to be short for his age, was the son of 

Achmed who worked in the office of Tangierõs Harbour Master. 
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ôMr. Bill? He is here?õ asked the exhausted boy whoõd been looking for  Willy el Puto for over an 

hour. ôHe told me he was going to a funeral at St. Andrewõs Church so I went there first to find 

him. They told me there that the funeral was over and that Mr. Bill went to Deanõs Bar with 

some American friends. So I went and they told me there that he had been but that he got 

invited to the home of the Snells in the Casbah. So I climbed up the hill to the Casbah and then I 

asked some English people where the Snells lived. They didnõt know but some other people 

came along and the English asked them and these ones told me the way. And now I am here.õ 

   

ôNow you are here,õ Fatima agreed, clucking soothingly, for heõd endured a long and difficult 

walk in the sticky afternoon heat ð and he sounded like an educated boy. ôWhat you want with 

this man?õ 

 

 ôHe asked me to tell him when the ship arrives from America with his friend and now the ship 

is coming soon.õ 

   

ôGet inside,õ the big woman ordered, pulling to one side, summoning the boy into a small 

walled garden where he saw the source of the orange jasmine smell, a large bush arched out 

over a simple well worn wooden bench.  

   

Fatima pointed towards the bench and instructed th e boy to sit. ôYou wait here. Iõll go see.õ 

   

Before she went into the salon she poured a glass of iced lemon water and brought it out to him. 

Gulping it gratefully, Titi thought about what heõd do with the money Willy el Puto had 

promised to pay him.  

 

In the Snellõs small salon a group of slightly drunk American mourners lolled around on long 

ornate Moorish sofas lining three sides of the room's tiled walls. A large carved oak coffee table 

took up the middle and was covered in glasses, cigarette packets, and ashtrays. 

   

Lester Snell, a smart conservative-looking New Yorker in his early forties, was taking orders  at 

the drinks cabinet. He taught economic history at the American University of Beirut but was on 

temporary secondment to the American Information Centre on Rue du Statut.  

   

Rumour had it that John Foster Dulles thought the world of Lester, who wore a wh ite poplin 

Brooks Brothers summer suit. Heõd voted for Adlai Stevenson in õ52 and õ56 but nobody knew 

that. Heõd been in Iran in õ53 when theyõd toppled Massadegh and reinstated the Shah. 

   

Linda Snell, with her cropped and dyed blonde hair, looked younge r than her husband. Sheõd 

just discovered she was pregnant with their third child. She sat on one of the long sofas, holding 

a joint disdainfully, pincer -like, between her thumb and index finger, her slim figure shown off 

to perfection by her favourite Dio r bar suit. The jacket was a brilliant white and the skirt a dark 
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navy blue. Sheõd voted for Eisenhower in õ52 and õ56. Everybody knew that. 

   

Looking at her from the opposite end of the sofa, as if taking notes, was Bill Burroughs, whose 

purpose in livi ng in Morocco was unclear. Some said he was on the run. He talked a lot in his 

twitchy way about guns and about things made out of steel. Steel appeared to be of particular 

interest to him.  

   

He fidgeted as he spoke and seemed a bit uncomfortable in his skin. Despite all his 

shortcomings, he was not without charisma.  

   

Watching Burroughs surreptitiously was Dave Ulmer, a gossip columnist with the Tangier 

Gazette who was also editor Bill Birdõs Sancho Panza. Ulmer wore baggy pants, old shoes, and a 

red-and-black flannel shirt with two open front pockets. Heõd an oily appearance and olive-

coloured skin. 

   

He first came to Tangier during the War to help build the American air bases. When Burroughs 

first arrived in town heõd wanted to meet the celebrated writer Paul Bowles, bestselling author 

of The Sheltering Sky: It was Ulmer whoõd made the introduction. Ulmer was a big fan of the 

Tangier young boy homo -sex scene and had a sour reputation in that regard. Tall and skinny, 

he retained a boyish quality though he was well into his forties.  

   

Alongside Ulmer sat Bill Bird, both editor and assumed proprietor of t he Tangier Gazette. 

   

Bird, whoõd a cautious avuncular way about him, despised Dave Ulmer. At 69 he was the oldest 

person in the room. Hemingway based Jake Barnes, the narrator of The Sun Also Rises, on Bird, 

an exuberantly fat man whose food-fuelled bell y burst out from between sober grey 

suspenders. Heõd written a celebrated guide to French wines.   

   

He was a safe pair of hands. 

   

Keeping himself to himself; for heõd money worries at the paper, his face had that sallow look 

that comes from overeating and undersleeping with visible black lines clustered around eyes 

which betrayed enormous intelligence, sensitivity, and alertness.  

   

Opposite this group, relaxing on another sofa, lay the famous Paul Bowles ð the only one of the 

group gathered in the Snellõs home whoõd known Jim Tyler, the dead man, in any way well. 

Bowles was thinking about Tyler whoõd given him good advice when he first came to Morocco 

looking for a place to live. Jim had a small but booming business importing top end cars. 

Bowles bought his Jaguar from Jim ð whoõd just keeled over after a heart attack at the age of 

fifty -three. 
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Bowles was also thinking about Jimõs wife Peggy whoõd flown in from Miami for the funeral. 

Bowles liked Peggy; she reminded him of Maureen OõHara.  
   

Linda Snell, who felt itõd been a near-perfect day for a funeral, leaned across to offer her joint to 

Bowles. He arched over to accept it, smiled softly, and murmured sincere thanks. He had an air 

of courteous melancholy about him and was dressed, as usual, impeccably. He looked 

considerably younger than his forty six years with a brisk head of flaxen hair and an aura of 

physical unruliness which went hand in hand with his somewhat dry, pedantic, academic 

manner. 

   

Jane Bowles was not with him. Gossip doing the rounds on the Tangier Telegraph, that broad 

majestic river of hearsay that circulated freely around the city, had it that she was either 

extremely ill or just going off the rails again.  

 

Eldon Gubbins, a mature but impressively built character with v igorous black hair cut to the 

bone and piercing brown eyes which rarely missed a thing, was helping Lester with the drinks. 

He had the broad neck of a man powerfully connected to his own physical life and his face was 

firm -nosed, firm-jawed. Just turned sixty, he lived in the same building as Bill Burroughs.  

   

Gubbins claimed to be a businessman but clearly had something to do with what he once 

referred to as òthe American Government abroad.ó Heõd gotten his education at the War 

College, Georgetown Law, and West Point. 

   

Possessed of what the Army called òcommand presence,ó he carried his head proudly but low, 

a little to one side, with a hangdog, unassuming expression. 

   

Bill Burroughs moved jerkily in the slim -fitting black business suit heõd picked up for next-to-

nothing at a second hand stall on the Socco Grande. He wished Linda Snell had passed the joint 

to him first. Thereõd be nothing left when Bowles got finished with it. His sober suit contrasted 

loudly with the flamboyant red Moorish skullcap tha t adorned his tightly cropped head. 

Excepting that cap, he looked every inch the Baptist preacher. 

   

 

 

Joe Ambrose works as a writer, DJ, and arts agitator. The author of 14 books, he has worked 
with Marianne Fai thfull, Anita Pallenberg, and Raymond Salvatore Harmon among 
others. www.joeambrose.info . 

http://www.joeambrose.info/
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THE MERCENARIES OF TIME : PARTS I & II  
 

THE STOOGES WITH ELEPHANTõS MEMORY ð MICHIGAN 
PALACE, FEBRUARY 9, 1974 

SPECIAL APPEARANCE: SATORI CIRCUS  
 

By Michele Dawn Saint Thomas  
 

Photos ©Michele Dawn Saint Thomas  
 

I was oblivious to it at the time but the signs were all around. The counter-culture scene in early 
ô70s Detroit was in a state of free-fall, towards a tragic demise from its epic creative height of the 
sixties. 

Plum Streetõs attempted bohemian arts colony had completely collapsed, along with efforts by 
local artists to establish a street fair on Woodward Avenue similar to that in Montreal. The 
existing brick and mortar business were strictly opposed to this effort, in the belief that when 
people came downtown the local artists would seize profits from the larger stores of the 
establishment. Problem was, people were just not venturing downtown like they used to. Life 
had changed. Two major aspects, one, the òwhite flightó exodus, and two, the high crime rate, 
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were keeping people away from Detroit. Plus, something new was on the horizon: the suburban 
shopping mall. Why travel beyond your neighborhood community when all could be found 
locally? 

One would think that the release of White Panther leaders John Sinclair and Pun Plamondon 
would have sparked more energy in the air in terms of a revolutionary earnestness. However, 
there was something destroying the inner city culture that all the ra dical politics and bohemian 
artists in th e world were unable to prevent. An inner city struggle for a greater share of a 
shrinking pool of decreasing fina ncial resources was inevitable. False hope was held by the 
ever-dwindling diehards. Some said that Det roit would make a comeback: a phoenix rising, the 
Renaissance Center, and all that jazz. But it didnõt. 

The toll was staggering. Motown left the city. Eventually, the music icon whose very band was 
representative of the power and glory when Detroit had exp loded musically and creatively, Rob 
Tyner of the MC5, would himself depart Detroit for Birmingham, a suburb on the outskirts of 
the city. 

It was in these years that the mighty bands of the Motor -City and the surrounding areas began 
a downward tumble. I tho ught of the phrase that I had heard manically repeated during one of 
my past trips: It is time for you to read the signs. Yes, it was true, the signs were apparent, and I 
knew others must have seen them as well. As the symptoms of the decline became impossible to 
ignore, two questions came to mind. Why would a city become a perpetrator of its own 
implosion? And why would a nationõs power elite allow one of their top ten cities to collapse? 

It was the circumstances of this era that my thoughts kept returning  to, and I became obsessed 
with the idea of somehow altering history. Was it possible that the events of the past could be 
changed? And if so, how? 

I knew that I could effectively travel back to the past, and was getting pretty good at arriving at 
my targeted destinations in time. But as I looked through my hotel window at the surrounding 
wasteland that encircled downtown Detroit, my mind again became enraptured with the 
thought: Could there be an alternative reality to what I was seeing? 

In this mindset I pondered, and into this time frame my thoughts latched unto.  

Although many years had passed and much had transpired since the time of Detroitõs glory 
days, the thought of Michiganõs very own Palace being just a rotting curtain on a stage in the 
parking lot  of a vacant city was more than I could bear. This was the image that became the 
catalyst in my premeditated attempt to alter history.  

For most of the Palace acts I had attended in my youth, I had been accompanied by Julie. 
However, for some reason or another, I could not remember why, I had originally attended The 
Stoogesõ concert solo. This fact just made my decision easier. I could not tolerate any 
distractions. There were to be no encumbrances to influence my moves in my quest to alter 
events, and to that end my re-attendance of this concert was to be the ultimate test in my most 
righteous plan.  

My first appearance at this concert had been cut short due to the violence of the crowd. But I 
had never really understood why a local crowd would vent in such a  terrible manner to a local 
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band, especially one that was beginning to make inroads to national acclaim. What had 
compelled segments of the audience to be so demonstratively hostile? How could I possibly 
alter that? What could I myself do to change anythin g at all? I was not a player of any sort, not a 
producer, musician, celebrity. No, I was just a young kid, barely out of my bubblegum waifish 
years. 

I was stymied. Then I latched onto the idea of testing my hypothesis, and to this end I made a 
simple enough plan. I would purchase a camera prior to the concert, and see if I could take 
photos of the event, and have the photos in the new time stream after the event. Not exactly a 
life changing alteration to anything, let alone time itself. But if this idea wor ked, I would have 
the proof I needed that time itself could be changed by virtue of this time travel photographic 
magic. The rest, of course, would begin a journey into an incredibly dramatic pursuit!  

It would take two hits of acid. I immediately dropped o ne, and began my thought process. The 
first hit would take me back to the time period. The second hit was required to obtain the 
intensity I needed to achieve the desired effect, thereby attaining my goal. It would be a trip 
within a trip. The first was ea sy enough. I floated through time and space. My landing, 
although spinning, was surprisingly relaxing, and I was soon back in 1974 on the day of the 
concert, once again, alone in the front room of my parentsõ home in Lincoln Park.  

I then tore the second tab from the WMP Pursuit card that I had brought along with me, and, 
taking a deep breath, I readied myself and prepared to change fate. I knew that my idea to 
transverse this realm solo was the ideal and only way. After all, I would need to be in top form 
and focus my entire energies upon the task. I had no idea how I was to deal with the events, nor 
what I might expect to occur once the time streams had been altered. 

This was indeed going to be an outrageous adventure! I started my turntable spinning with t he 
licorice pizza of  The Stoogesõ newest, which I had recently purchased from a hippie boutique on 
Dix Avenue, along with an Ann Arbor Sun that had the headline òWeed Wins,ó and some 
incense. I lit the incense. Colours were already forming misty fogs of ever-changing patterns on 
the carpet. Then, much like a cue, a guttural belch launched the sounds of Raw Power, and the 
music began to spill into the room. Within a very few moments, I was once again in a glorious 
time traveling mood. Grasping the cork screw , I opened the Cabernet, sipped some wonderful 
red, and downed one more tab of acid from the card. 

Seemed like only moments passed Can ya feel it, can ya feel it, and again it got me floatinõ, 
round and round. God, how I was loving these journeys. Always a n exciting adventure, and 
now, if only to myself, an important mission!  

I projected myself upward and outward in astral travel until I spied my ô67 Pontiac Catalina 
motoring on Fort Street within a mile or two of the Palace. Seeing myself in the auto, I made a 
beeline to my own body and entered it. Simple enough. I was instantly renewed with my real 
time thoughts, even allowing myself the necessary time to stop at a drugstore, pick up some 
smokes, and buy the best possible camera they had. It happened to be an inexpensive Olympus 
35mm camera. Smiling, I thought to myself, This is perfect! I knew I did not have this apparatus 
previously on this outing.  

The clerk, happy to make such a nice sale, inquired òAnything else?ó  
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òPack of Kool,ó I replied.  

The amount for the camera and cigs were moderately priced, and I was prepared. I had saved 
small face denominational bills for this very reason, and they worked like magic. If the clerk 
had checked he would have discovered that the mint dates were in the ô80s, but who would 
have ever noticed? 

Back in my car, I loaded the film into the camera and started the engine, now only minutes 
away from the Palace. Luck was on my side; I obtained excellent parking adjacent to the venue. 
Crossing the street towards the Palace, I noticed the bright lights of the marquee displaying 
òThe Stoogesó in bold neon. The night so far seemed to be flowing like a breeze. 

I paid my admission and entered the main lobby. The palace had elements of the sexy girls in 
nylons and garters parading w ith their gentleman friends, remnants of the Dolls show a month 
or so earlier, but the gritty street rockers of Detroit were much more prevalent in attendance. I 
sat for a brief minute and took in some of the beautiful ambiance of the theatre. It was then I 
was approached by a lean, long-haired rocker. Exchanging introductions, we immediately took 
a liking to one another. Several years my senior, his name was Dave, and as I accompanied him 
upstairs to the balcony, I discovered he was from Ann Arbor. We spok e at length and shared a 
joint while I tested out the camera with a few sh ots of the first band, Elephantõs Memory. 

Dave and I talked about the Stooges in their earlier days, when it seemed everyone knew them 
as the Psychedelic Stooges. He had been at the Grande many times when they had performed 
there, and recalled how nearly everybody used to laugh and make fun of them at the time 
because they could barely play their instruments. I mentioned how my sister Betty used to 
speak of them in the worst terms ever: òThey just can not play!ó she would say, or òThey sound 
so distorted you can't even hear proper notes!ó Dave laughed as I related this to him, but we 
both agreed that those very sounds were becoming The Stoogesõ stock in trade. òI Wanna Be 
Your Dogó represented this well, but the beauty of this song was its simplicity and gut appeal. 
It affected you with an angst and sexual ennui that rang true with the teenage condition.  

We seemed to be in agreement that Elephantõs Memory was just not the proper support ing act 
for The Stooges. It would have been far better to have had an act such as Detroitõs own 
superstars The SRC or Frijid Pink, as each band had their own unique distorted fuzz-guitar 
sound. Even The Dogs, with their electrifying high energy, would have  been a much better 
warm up in voltage for both the crowd and The Stooges. After all, where would the rock and 
roll guitar be without Detroit ñwe invented electricity!  

Following the opening act, Dave wanted to  stay in the balcony for a birdõs-eye view of The 
Stooges, while I wanted to shoot them from the main floor. So, during the intermission, we said 
our goodbyes and I headed downstairs. Making my way closer to the stage, I lit u p a cigarette 
and inhaledñthereõs always something refreshing about a menthol cigarette to follow up a 
marijuana highñand awaited The Stooges. 

The Stooges were the stand-outs of the Michigan counter -culture music  scene. The first years of 
the ô70s saw many of their local contemporaries slowly slipping into the dark crevices of 
obliv ion. Such was the lot with most hipp ie acts who, by the end of the ô60s, had been unable to 
evolveñmusically speaking, they simply had nowhere else to go. But The Stooges stubbornly 
refused such a fate; after all, they were never really part of the flower-child set. They did not 
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harmonize the mellow grooves of the free-love generation, but screamed out a raw convulsive 
energy. 

The effects of the grass were still abuzz in my head; I felt excitement flowing in my veins. The 
Stooges were the creators of three innovative albums, and I was here to rock to any combination 
of them. Soon, a Victorian-styled gentleman in a top hat walked to the mike and announced that 
The Stooges were ready to take the stage. I squeezed up even further and prepared myself for 
what I had originally believed would be the Detroit kickoff -off to their world -wide fame. Boy, 
had I ever been mistaken! 

The bandõs stunning appearance on stage visually attracted everyoneõs attention, even before 
Iggyõs arrival. They began rocking out an instrum ental reminiscent of earlier Grande days. It 
was weird to see Ron on bass and the sound certainly had that eerie vibration to show for it. To 
hear someone on bass playing a lead-like rhythm to the pounding beat  of the drums was 
something youõd never expect, but only with The Stooges could it be a method. But as for 
Williamson on lead, who I had never seen previously with the band, with his space -age glitter 
well beyond current fashion, offered up an astonishing orchestration of vicious fuzz guitar. The 
drumming kicked in and the theme harkened back to the days of òShake Appeal,ó which 
rocketed the music forcefully outward to the crowd.  

They held this vibe for minutes the sound oscillated with trappings of a hypnotic trance that 
began to get the kids in the crowd boppinõ to its manic beat. Everything at this point seemed to 
be going exceptionally well, and with the added promise of this being an incredible show. The 
beat grew stronger, James slamming his axe near center stage, and Ron to his brotherõs right 
banging the bass notes down. Ron being dressed provocatively in military jacket, and swastika 
armband, appeared to have an air of fascistic fascination. How groovily decadent I thought, this 
was so way cool visually that it was exciting to even see, let alone hear. 

In a language of musical terms that fondly described two of the most prominent bands known 
in Detroit. If the MC5 were the high energy of a powerful acid induced locomotive, The Stooges 
were the results of the glorious psychedelic mayhem of its chaotic train wreck!  

I first thought that they would se gue-way into Loose but the bandõs angle of attack was in a 
bizarre cacophony of Williamsonõs guitar twanging out screeching notes in typical Stooge 
fashion. Then dancing with a primal out of control insti nctive angst appeared Iggy dressed 
provocatively in black leo tards and flaunting a ballerinaõs Tu-tu dancing like a magical imp, 
and moving catlike across the stage more or less in sequence to the music and over to the center 
micro-phone stand. 

The bandõs maniacal musical pace intensified. Firing fuzzed out volleys of splattering notes, 
their sound was like the noise of a head-on car crash. Yes, these were The Stooges, so insanely 
unsettling, like an overdose of a San Francisco speed-ballñheroin and cocaine mixed with 
LSDñtheir sound so diametrically opposed to their ô60s flower-children counterparts. òCock In 
My Pocketó was slammed out in such a disturbingly wicked manner that it captured the feel of 
the bandõs beginnings as the Psychedelic Stooges. So much so that I believed everyone in 
attendance would undoubtedly rock out to this. However, to the contrary, it got real twisted, 
real fast. 
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Their devastatingly acid 
sound flowed easily fro m 
one song to the next. It 
wasnõt like there was 
much of a break in the 
chords. Perhaps they 
began another song, I 
could not tell, but I began 
seeing bizarre trails of 
colourful flying objects 
targeted towards the 
stage. I was momentarily 
taken aback. What the 
hell?! 

The chaotic power of the 
music, twined together 
with Iggyõs sarcastically 
vulgar vocals, had 
unleashed the worse in a 
segment of the audience. 
Coins, food and other 
objects were thrown. 
Bottles shattered on the 
stage, a few nearly 
missing the targeted head 
of the spastically moving 
front man himself. The 
band continued jamming 
out their unique madness 
of auditory dementia, but 
were barely able to finish 
the piece amidst the 
barrage of Stooge-seeking 

missiles. Iggy pranced about wildly, taking verbal shots at various audience members with 
quick -witted profanity. Al l the while, Williamson held his ground like an out -numbered soldier 
on the front flank, stage-left. The Ashton brothers were positioned back a bit; ironically, Ron, in 
his commanding military attire, appeared dressed for the event, and seemed initially un fettered 
by the continuous airborne assault of objects. Scott, in his black òDetroit Wheelsó Tee, was 
perhaps the best protected, his kit offering somewhat of a shield. 

Being pelted left and right, The Stooges for a time held their ground, and the band pla yed on til l 
it was near impossible to do so. By this point, the stage was littered with broken glass and other 
miscellaneous debris. Boos and jeers prevailed. Those who had come to see a Stooges 
performance were in a very distressed state. The Palace had been transformed into a demented 
hall of havoc. When a flying bottle made direct impact  with and exploded off of Jamesõ guitar, 
they had had enough. James unplugged his instrument and they all walked off...  
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However, those in the crowd that were fans quickly  became very vocal and united in voice for 
The Stooges, Stooges, Iggy, Iggy... till the members returned back on stage one after another. I 
remembered the concert from New Yearõs and with all the variations of styles that the rockers 
wore, and the words of  a Mod that I met at the Dolls concert on New Yearõs Eve and a 
conversation with him about music, and his speaking about Mod mentality vs. mob mentality. 
Gee, I thought it truly made sense, especially now. This venue could certainly use some of this 
valuable mod thinking right now. And in seconds Williamson began firing out the salvos again 
with the combination of piano and pounding percussion the Stooges were back with a blistering 
counter attack. Some in the crowd still continued throwing items, I myself grabbing the arm of a 
kid throwing small objects on stage, and when he protested, my threatening a bitch slap made 
him quickly fade away. A momentary respite in the mood of the crowd as those fans of the 
Stooges took control of the whimsical attitude of th ose hostile in the audience. Another bottle 
broke on stage right between Iggy and James, but then the others could take no more the band 
again departed, the debris cluttering stage again. It was all but over, the top-hatted emcee came 
out requesting in no uncertain terms that the people responsible had to exit the palace, some 
did, but conflicts were everywhere.  

 Admist the backdrop, I was frantically snapping a shot here and there, extremely eager to see 
the band retake the stage, as I knew from my future reality that this was to be their last show. 
Yes, The Stooges were to return again, this I knew, but what magic was it that would make this 
happen, what did I miss the first time here, I thought to myself as the mayhem reigned and 
fights broke out here and there. The Palace being now a total madhouse. It was then, when I 
glanced upward, towards the balcony stage left that I saw him, the Amaranthine himself, 
illusionist a nd pranksteré Satori Circus. 

* * * * * 

The entire theater had become a massive downpour of flying objects. Everything from cans, 
bottles and coins were being thrown up onto the stage. The situation became contagious; soon 
random missiles were airborne everywhere throughout the hall.  

The Palace now was half vacant and nearly everyone that remained was either clamoring to get 
closer to the stage for purposes of their own agendas, or rapidly exiting the venue. The stage 
itself looked a terrible fright, unsuitable for even the most daredevil of performers to be upon it 
at all. 

Total chaos reigned supreme. 

It was from this mayhem that I observed Satori Circus, standing at balconyõs edge, cleverly 
reflect his radiance toward the stage. In a matter of seconds, a powerful mystical energy seemed 
to affect the crowd. This esoteric moment was recognized and seized upon immediately by the 
masterful Stanley T. MadHatter. The omnipotent force gave Stanley a most magnificent aura 
that was untouchable by any thrown items from the crowd. He stood alone against the 
antagonistic mob and, in a supernatural Quintili an manner, addressed them with such vigor 
that he was moderately successful in calming the riotous factions. As he spoke, objects that were 
thrown in his direction bounced harmlessly away, as though he was surrounded by a protective 
force field. 
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Stanley was at the top of his game. In his signature style, he impressively displayed an unlikely 
combination of heavenly grace and Motor -City attitude. I had seen him emcee previously at the 
Grande Ballroom, but never had I witnessed the MadHatter be more brilliant  than on this 
particular night. With stunning eloquence, he managed to get the crowd fired up to the point 
that large segments of the audience were now loudly clamoring for The Stooges to reappear. 

And he didnõt stop there. He then worked his Quintilian ma gic on The Stooges themselves, and 
in quick time Iggy reappeared, and soon after that t he rest followed, one by one... James, the 
second to reappear, began performing with Iggy as a duo. Before long, each Asheton brother, 
along with Scott Thurston on piano , had been prompted both by the chanting crowd and the 
encouragement of Iggy and James to retake their respective places. 

I was completely astonished by the miraculous intervention of Stanley T. MadHatter, powered 
by the graces of Satori Circus, and the awe-inspiring effect that it had. The Stooges were now 
again launching an all out rockin' assault, and I had never heard them p erform better. They 
were kickinõ out the sound with such vigor and angst that, if I had to attest to their ability at that 
very mom ent, I would have certainly stated that they sounded like the greatest band that ever 
existed. 

They gave it their all. Thurstonõs piano stylings provided a stinging backdrop for The Stooges as 
they blasted out their sound in damning defiance to the vulgarities, death threats and hurled 
objects that were still being thrown from the bikers in the crowd. The scene brought to mind a 
critique I had read by Lester Bangs of The Stoogesõ performance at a club in another part of the 
city the night before, something about Iggy feeding on the hostility of the crowd and throwing 
it back at them, an òeerie, frightening symbiosis.ó1 

I was seeing a Wagnerian struggle between the physical and spiritual, crescendoing into an 
oscillating battle between two separate planes of existence, each vying for control of the venue. 
It was as thrilling to witness as it was dangerous to experience. Against these unbelievable 
odds, The Stooges jammed on, and at their finest. There was no other band that could have 
performed with suc h exuberance under these conditions. However, this Stooges nirvana was to 
be all too short; their death bell was already sounding the tone of their destructive end.  

It was in this battle between the forces of light and dark that my eyes bore witness to the power 
this spell, cast by Satori Circus, had upon the endurance of the performers. The events of a night 
as powerful as this must, I believe, exist forever in a timeless universe on a multitude of 
levels. This show would exist forever.  

Satori Circus had begun floating effortlessly over the mayhem of the crowd and, with a wave of 
his hand, slowed the movements of all in attendance except for mine and his own. I realized he 
was searching the crowd for something or someone. It was then that I spotted a girl i n black 
leather moving at normal speed, totally unaffected by the powerful magic of Satori Circus.  

It was the Mistress of Black, Darla Dade. Yes, Iõd encountered her beforeñshe was the woman 
who had attempted to poison me in Long Beach at the Quicksilver/D ogs concert. Satori Circus 
had spotted Darla Dade as well; I could tell by the darts that began flying from his eyes in her 
direction.  

                                                           
1
 Lester Bangs essay, òIggy Pop: Blowtorch in Bondageó 
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Darla tried to hide herself within the crowd. As she moved among the people, she created a 
whirlwind of papers and object s about her, attempting to conceal herself. To her credit, by the 
use of her contrivances, she was the only one in the Palace who was a match for the wizardly 
Satori Circus. She then signaled to her throng of biker dupes to continue disrupting the 
performance as she made her getaway. As she departed, the Palace was nothing more than a 
hailstorm of debris. The show continued but her damage was done. 

Satori Circus transmitted his thoughts to me: òDarla Dade was the culprit here. It was her 
devious efforts that caused the disruption. I will seek her out in another time and place, and put 
an end to her madness once and for all. 

òFor few believe in my powerful secrets, so I must be careful. However, in the future many shall 
know the name of Satori Circus! The secrets I possess are many and powerful, from being able 
to stop time in its tracks to creating passion out of thin air with my many potions. My magic 
attracts women and women attract Satori Circus!ó 

Then Satori Circus began to dematerialize. The last words I heard him cry out were  òLet there be 
Circusesó and òwhen The Stooges next rock, let it be for the world!ó The phrases gave off a ghostly 
echo, and in the blink of an eye, the charismatic Satori Circus the Armarantine was gone. 

Such were the bizarre events taking place in the Palace this Detroit night. A combination of 
forces that encompassed things I never knew possible, nor even knew existed. 

In a dark mental flash I saw the Asheton brothers leave the stage, even before they could finish 
the finale of their distributing beat to òGimme Danger.ó Another bottle shattered in between 
Iggy and James, and the remaining members departed, to return no more. 

Amidst all the garbage and broken debris on the stage floor, Stanley the MadHatter came out 
one final time, but only to close the show. As he approached the mic, someone in the crowd 
tilted the stand and attempted to steal the microphone. Stanley chastised the culprit to such an 
extent that the would -be thief appeared to be frozen in his tracks, and upon the MadH atterõs 
command, meekly surrendered his attempted ill -gotten souvenir. The curtain then closed. The 
concert was over, kaput. 

What a night. I could not believe it had played out like this, but it had.  

On my way to my car, still reeling from the events of th e evening, I suddenly remembered the 
camera. My god, the pictures! The first time I had attended this concert I had not had a camera, 
but this time I had. Would the photos develop?  

I reached out my right hand to unlock the car door. The key turned in the l ock, but as I reached 
for the door handle with my left, my fingers were unable to grasp it. My body had begun 
evaporating, and in seconds I had faded into a darkened nothingness. As I spun in the vortex, I 
realized that events in time could, and in some cases should be changed, but to what level was 
it possible to do so? I did not know. Was I treading on dangerous territory? Could this òtime 
tripping,ó if controlled, be the ultimate avenue of historical, cultural and political subversion? 

I zapped back from  the vortex into my parentõs home in Lincoln Park. The title track of  Raw 
Power was still spinning on the turntable. A few more rotations and I felt myself fade out 
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againñah yes, I recalled, this was a two-part trip. In seconds, I found myself back in my h otel 
room in downtown Detroit.  

I was now back in present time, both exhausted and bedazzled. I spotted my book, Lost From 
The Ottawa, which I had along as my reading companion, perched on top of my satchel. As I 
moved the book aside and peered into my bag, I was in a tethered state of nervous 
trepidation.  Had my efforts been worthy? I wondered anxiously. Pulling out my photo album of 
past concerts, I quickly leafed through the pages, my heavy eyes turning into large saucers 
when I spotted what had never exi sted beforeñphotos of the last STOOGES performance ever, 
and at the Michigan Palace!!! Yes! God, how I screamed! Here were the pictures I myself had 
taken of The Stooges at the Michigan Palace, as if they had always existed. I had done it. I had 
created a small but effective aberration in the oscillatory universe.  

With newfound energy and enthusiasm, I decided to righteously top off this evening 
properly.  Mischa, I thought, congratulating myself,  letõs spend the rest of this summer night with 
The SRC at The Magic Bag! With a smile on my lips and the sounds of òBoleroó beating in my 
heart, I grabbed my jacket and headed off down Woodward Avenue.  

 

 

òThe Mercenaries of Timeó is an excerpt from The Incredible Adventures of Mischa, by Michele 
Dawn Saint Thomas.  
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NIGHT IN THE NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM:  
 

DOUGLAS PRESTON AND THE POWER OF RELIC 
 

By Noah Charney  
 

When I was young, I suffered from a recurring nightmare. I am in my pajamas, the sort with 
slippers included to cove r your feet, and I awake in the midst of a dark room at the Yale 
Peabody Museum of Natural History. It is the middle of the night, and the museum is locked 
and empty. I feel that I am being watched on all sides by the glassy eyes of the rectangular 
windows  that separate me from the dioramas for which the museum is renownedñdioramas 
which populate every self -respecting natural history museum, but which have always creeped 
me out mightily. The floor is of dark shag, a darkness that covers the walls and ceilin g, making 
it unclear where the parameters of the room lie. I want to close my eyes once more, to melt into 
the floor and open them in my bed, but I cannot.   
 
That is when I start to see something horrible in the watery, liquid darkness behind the glass.  
The dioramas are moving. 
 
The lights inside the dioramas sputter on, as I stand and try to escape. The animates cannot 
leave their glassed-in cells, those figures and creatures inside: waxen Neanderthals, giant Irish 
elk with antlers six feet across, Inuits crowding around an igloo, a pit of snakes against a 
painted jungle backdrop, a stuffed polar bear rearing on its hind legs, the skeleton of a saber-
toothed cat and, worst of all, the aquatic displays, a taxidermed shark suspended in false water 
behind th e glass of a dead aquarium. I run through the darkened museum halls, trying not to 
see inside the dioramas, as they writhe and scrape at the glass, looking for a way out. 
 
I had these dreams regularly throughout my childhood, and I suppose that Carl Jung w ould call 
these anxiety dreams based on archetypes. While I donõt remember any horses (Jungõs favorite 
potent symbol), Iõve always had trouble with aquariums, not for any particular fear of sharks, 
but because Iõve been monumentally freaked out by being surrounded by glassed-in, moving 
exhibits since I was little. I remember an early, formatively traumatic trip the New Yorkõs 
Natural History Museum, when the giant model of a blue whale in the great hall displaying 
oceanic creatures bugged me out to such an extent that I couldnõt enter the room, nor have I 
entered it since. Ironically, Iõm also drawn to these museums, particularly exhibits of Ice Age 
mammals, which have always intrigued me more than dinosaurs. It is also ironic that I 
eventually became an art historian, frequenting a world of different museums, but museums 
nonetheless. Though I now study paintings by dead white Europeans, this combination of fear 
and intrigue surrounding natural history museums has always remained with me.  
 
Freud might have referred to these museums as òliminal zones,ó straddling the thick line 
between everyday normalcy (animals in the wild) and dreamscapes of the impossible (extinct, 
stuffed monsters which might suddenly come to life). Museums, too, preserve the past in an 
artificial way, intent on informing us, but also with an inherent, church -like eeriness. These 
dreams came decades before the popular film Night at the Museum, which was cute enough, but 
which struck me as lighter than it should have been, tapping as it did this vein that has lain 
inside me, the horror of living -dead exhibits. I imagine that others feel this, since Night at the 
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Museum was such a hitñsurely its author shared some of the feelings I did with regard to 
natural history museums.  
 
And so we come to the great novel of animated monsters of lost eras. No, not Jurassic Park, 
wonderful and thrilling though it was. I refer to the great novel of an animated m onster loose in 
the American Museum of Natural History, Relic. Relic (1995) was the first novel by Douglas 
Preston and Lincoln Child, their first major best -seller in a long series of similarly gripping 
adventures that feature a nicely weird protagonist, F BI Agent Aloysius Pendergast. The plots 
combine a bit of Indiana Jones with a lot of Michael Crichton. They are genuinely scary page-
turners, well -written though without literary pretense, and intelligent enough to keep you 
interested. 
 
Relic is a dark thriller set inside New Yorkõs American Museum of Natural History, where 
Preston once worked. Preston publishes both fiction and non-fiction (his first book, Dinosaurs in 
the Attic, was about life inside the Natural History Museum), and has worke d as a scientist for 
many years, coming to the realm of best-selling thrillers rather late in his career.  
 
The Natural History Museum is such a lush, shadowy place to set a thriller -cum-horror novel 
(especially for a reader like me) that Preston and Child could hardly have gone wrong, and they 
did not. They produced a faultless novel, every bit as good as Jurassic Park, which gained more 
traction largely because it was made into a top-level movie, whereas the film version of Relic is 
very different from the  book, and pales in comparison to it. 
 
In Relic, an expedition to South America disappears, but not before a crate containing items 
collected in the wild jungles is sent back to the Natural History Museum. There it sits, in 
storage, forgotten and uncatalogued. Fast forward to a horrific murder inside the museum, one 
that baffles police. The museum is locked down, and the other-worldly staff of scientists (many 
based on real people) are interviewed as possible suspects, or future victims. The museum tries 
to stay open in anticipation of a big, money -making exhibit, and more murders follow. It gives 
nothing away that the book covers do not to say that the villain turns out to be related to a relic 
sent back by the lost expedition. 
 
A living monster roaming the  dark halls of the museum, weaving in and out of the dead, 
skeletal, and stuffed creatures displayed there, provides a perfect union of genre and setting. 
Iõve re-read Relic many times, enjoying the creepiness inherent in each pass through this 
wonderful, unpretentious, wildly effective book. It is a master class in how to interweave place 
and plot, a union which we donõt often consider, as few books are so location-bound, like a set 
for a play.  Aside from an opening scene in the Amazon, Relic barely strays from the noose-tight 
walls of the Natural History Museum. It does not need to. It taps into my childhood nightmares 
in a way that makes it feel as though it were written just for me. But I have a feeling that my 
dark museum visions are shared by a good many others, drawn to glassed-in creatures with a 
combination of fear and fascination.  
 
Now writing my own trapped horror novel, I find that I refer back to Relic constantly. It was a 
particular thrill, therefore, to interview Douglas Preston for a series I edit for The Daily Beast, 
called òHow I Write .ó Every week I interview a different fellow writer about the writing life.  

http://www.thedailybeast.com/contributors/noah-charney.html
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Rather than run that interview as part of this series, I am pleased to offer it here, exclusively for 
Paraphilia. 
 

Name: Douglas Preston 
 
Most recent book : Gideonõs Corpse 
 
Where did you grow up? 
 
The deadly boring suburb of Wellesley, 
Massachusetts. 
 
Where and what did you study? 
 
English Literature at Pomona College, 
Claremont, California, BA 1978, D.Litt. (Hons) 
2010. 
 
Where do you live and why? 
 
Santa Fe, New Mexico. Because at 7,000 feet, it is 
closer to heaven. 
 
Of which of your books or projects are you most 
proud? 
 
Cities of Gold, The Cabinet of Curiosities, The Monster of Florence. 
 
Describe your morning routine. 
 
Get up, make espresso coffee, and run up three little hills above Santa Fe with my dog. Then I 
go to my office and work.  
 
What is a distinctive habit or affectation of yours? 
 
I pick my  nose. 
 
What is your favorite item of clothing? 
 
My Fritz Scholder bolo tie in the shape of a skull.  
 
Please recommend three books (not your own) to your readers. 
 
Adventures in the Unknown Interior of America by Cabeza de Vaca (first published in 1542, edition 
translated and annotated by Cyclone Covey), War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy, The Woman in White 
by Wilkie Collins  
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What book do you wish you had written? 
 
Shutter Island by Dennis Lehane. 
 
Do you have a writer friend who helps and inspires you? 
 
Lincoln  Child.  
 
What is a place that inspires you? 
 
Pedernal Peak, in the Jemez Mountains of New Mexico. 
 
Name a work of art, in any medium (book, film, painting, etc) that inspires you. 
 
Caspar David Freidrichõs Wanderer above the Sea 
of Fog 
 
Describe your routine when conceiving of a book and 
its plot, before the writing begins. 
 
Mulling it over day and night.  
 
Describe your writing routine. 
 
Nine to four on weekdays, mornings on 
weekends. I never take off time between booksñ
only in the middle of books.  
 
Do you have any unusual rituals associated with the 
writing process? 
 
Horrible procrastination, obsessive checking of 
email, and reading The New York Times online. 
 
Is there anything distinctive or unusual about your 
work space? 
 
It was designed by my friend  Kris Lajeskie, who is a genius. 
 
Besides the obvious, what do you keep on your desk? 
 
Petrified wood and a piece of meteorite shrapnel from the Sikhote-Alin fall.  
 
What is the view from your favorite work space? 
 
Chinese elm trees. 
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What do you do when you are stuck or have 
temporary writerõs block? 
 
I work through it.  
 
Describe your ideal day. 
 
Run up the mountain, in the office by nine, 
write two chapters, home by five.  
 
Describe your evening routine. 
 
I cook dinner and spend time with my family. I 
never work in the evening.  
 
What do you do to relax? 
 
Climb mountains, ski, mountain bike, read, 
hike. 
 
What is guaranteed to make you laugh? 
 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas by Hunter S. 
Thompson 
 
Do you have any superstitions? 
 
No. 
 
What is something you always carry with you? 
 
A small knife with an inlaid turquoise handle.  
 
What is your favorite snack? 
 
Smokehouse almonds. 
 
What phrase do you over-use? 
 
òA warren of rooms.ó 
 
What is a gadget/object/collectible that you could not live without?  
 
My arrowhe ad collection. 
 
If you could have a meal with any author, and any one other public figure who you do not already know, 
who would you choose? 
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Oscar Wilde and Albert Einstein. That would be 
an interesting conversation, once it got going. 
 
If you could bring back to life one deceased person, 
who would it be and why? 
 
I might bring back Jesus Christ so he could tell 
people that gay marriage, contraception, and 
helping the poor were all fine with him.  
 
Is there a fictional character with whom you identify? 
 
An drei in War and Peace. 
 
What would you do for work, if you were not a 
writer? 
 
I would like to be a composer. 
 
What advice would you give to an aspiring author? 
 
Carve out time to write every day and treat it 
like a religious duty.  
 
What would you like carved onto your tombstone? 
 
òTime is a storm in which we are all lost.ó 
 
Tell us something about yourself that is largely unknown and perhaps surprising. 
 
I sometimes listen to electronic dance music. 
 
What is your next project? 
 
A Pendergast novel tentatively entitled Bane. 
 
For more on Douglas Preston, please visit www.prestonchild.com  or become a fan on Facebook, 
at http://www.facebook.com/PrestonandChild . 
 
Noah Charney is a best-selling author of fiction (The Art Thief) and non-fiction (Stealing the Mystic 
Lamb: the True Story of the Worldõs Most Coveted Masterpiece), and a professor of art history. He writes 
regularly for ArtInfo and The Daily Beast. He invites readers to join him on Facebook, Pinterest, or follow 
his blog. 
 

Photos Courtesy of Douglas Preston  
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MUGGED BY A MOVIE STAR  
 

By B. Kold  
 
Iõm ineligible to serve on a jury. Whenever Iõm selected for jury duty, I never make it past the 
first voir dire. One of the lawyers will ask, òHave you ever been the victim of a crime?ó and I say 
yes, three times. Back in 1986, I got mugged three times within the span of two weeks. Some 
folksñuptown types ñgasp in disbelief, the opposing lawyers look at each other and shake 
their heads and Iõm on my way home. 
 
The first time, it was at a crackhouse, so I was kind of asking for it, even though, being a 
whiteboy, I was looking for powdered cocaine, not rock. But it wasnõt for me, I swear. I was at 
Vazacs (what tourists called òthe Horseshoe Baró) and I ran into an old friend (who later, 
ironically enough I suppose, worked on the movie Traffic) and she asked me to get her some 
blow.  
 
Helpful fellow that I am, I ducked around the corner to the rock house on Ave. B and 6th. I 
went upstairs, checked out their wares and was not impressedñthey tried to sell me what 
looked like Parmesan cheeseñ really clumpy and yellow crap ñso I passed. I went downstairs 
and while heading to the door at the end of the dimly lit hallway, two guys from the crack 
denñtheir names, I shit you not, were Sha-hee and Baby Pop bounded down the stairs, saying 
òHold up bro!ó and dumbass me, I turned and stopped.  
 
The tall one (Sha-hee? I guess Baby Pop was the short one, but who knows?) stuck the point of a 
9ó hunting knife up to my throat. I pushed my head against the wall behind me as hard as I 
could, to get away from the point, which looked and felt really sharp. It seemed like just a quick 
little push and pop! Iõd be skewered. He told me he was mad at me for disrespecting the manõs 
product.  
 
òShould I stick this motherfucker?ó he asked the little guy (Baby Pop?).  
 
òNah, he cool,ó Baby Pop said as he rifled my pockets, transferring my last 20 bucks from my 
pants to his. The point of the knife was digging furt her into my throat and I started shaking, 
faking terror.  
 
Now, I donõt know why, but I really wasnõt scared. Iõm not braggingñIõm no tough guy, 
anything but, Iõm kind of a pussy and hate confrontation of any kind, especially physical, but 
when I was in th e middle of this life -or-death situation, everything seemed really calm and clear 
and I was totally without fear.  I remembered a story my Dad once told me about when he was 
in the war, and I realized I could get through this safely if I acted really scare d, so thatõs what I 
did. òYeah, he harmless,ó the big one said, disgust apparent in his voice as he lowered the big 
knife. I nodded my head as if to say, yeah, thatõs right, Iõm harmless, you donõt need that big 
knife anymore.  
 
Meanwhile, Baby Pop pulled my cigarettes from my breast pocket, peered inside the pack and, 
finding it empty, shook his head sadly and put them back. Thank you Jesus I thought ñthere 
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were three bags of dope tucked inside the cellophane. òYou ainõt got no watch, bro?ó he asked, 
and I showed him my bare wrist.  He frowned and they walked out the door without so much 
as a by your leave.  
 
When I got back to Vazacs, just around the corner, Shauna was gone. But Evelyn was there, saw 
the look on my face (now that the moment had passed, I was terrified) and asked me what 
happened. I told her and she said, òHey, you can get a free drink out of that!ó 
 
She pulled me over to the bar and said to the bartender, who would in later years star as an 
Elvis impersonator/biker in a popular TV show, òHey Mark, give this guy a drink, he just got 
mugged!ó  
 
òWhere?ó he asked gruffly.  
 
Two doors down I said.  
 
òIdiot, got what you deserved.ó He turned towards a paying customer. 
 
We retreated meekly. Despite her scheming low-rent junky ways, Evelyn meant well and was 
an all-around good egg.  
 
For the next few days, I saw Sha-hee and Baby Pop wherever I wentñnot only on the streets of 
the Lower East Side, but also on the 6 train, Midtown, all over the placeñor at least I thought I 
did. After three days, I couldnõt remember what they looked like anymore and stopped seeing 
them everywhere. 
 
The second mugging was a week later, while I was waiting for the elevator in the lobby of my 
apartment in the Jacob Riis house at 7th and D.  (How I ended up living there, one of literally 
two white folks living on Avenue D between Houston and 14 th street in 1986, is another long, 
long story.) Iõd just borrowed $20 from somebody at Vazacs for train and lunch fare for the next 
day, when two teenagers (I donõt know how I knew they were teenagers, but they obviously 
were) came up from behind, saying òYo!ó I turned around. I hate to generalize, but I think I can 
assume with a fair bit of certainty that wh en young men are wearing ski masks, indoors, in 
May, one can deduce they are up to no good. 
 
òWhat?ó I sighed. I couldnõt believe this was happening again. 
 
òGive us what you got, bitch!ó one shouted. This was before the word òbitchó came into 
common parlance, and I was stung by their emasculating insult. They both had their right 
hands in their bulging sweatshirt pockets, like they were pointing guns at me. Whether it was 
guns or their fingertips tenting the fabric I couldnõt tell.  
 
òDo you have a gun or not,ó I said. Again, let me assure you, I wasnõt being some kind of tough 
guy. I was tired, wanted to go home and was at least half loaded (by midnight, I was always at 
least half in the bag those days). After the knife against my throat the previous week,  pointed 
fingers werenõt going to get it done. They looked at each other and one of them partially pulled 
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his hand from his shirt and showed me what kind of looked like a gun barrel, but it might have 
been a stick or even a Tootsie Roll. 
 
òOK,ó I sighed, and reversed my front pockets, showing them white elephant ears. I had 
nothing. I hoped they would be dumb enough to fall for it. They looked at each other again, one 
of them gestured towards me with his head, the other one approached me and dug my wallet 
out of my back pocket. Shit, thought I was going to get away with it for a second.  He pulled the 
lone, borrowed twenty out of my wallet, and threw the wallet against my chest. It fell to the 
floor while they scampered out the front door.  
 
òThanks!ó I said involuntarily. That made me feel like a chump, but I really was thankful heõd 
at least given me my wallet back. That was worth a $20 service charge, right? 
 
So those were the first two times. The first, I was looking for trouble. The second, I was just 
trying to go home. But the third time was the worst. The third time, I was mugged by a friend: 
Miguel Piñero, the famous playwright, TV and movie star.  OK, he was also a convicted felon, a 
career criminal, a thief, a murderer, and a pederast junky with HIV ñ his casting in Fort Apache: 
The Bronx was not much of a stretchñbut hey, nobodyõs perfect. 
 
I was heading back to my place with Evelyn. It was about 2am, and it had been a long day, we 
were both kind of dope sick and we had one lousy bag between us. We were just east of B on 
6th when I heard somebody shout my name. 
 
Hey! Yo B! 
 
I turned. There was Mikey (thatõs what everybody called him) on the other side of the street, 
furiously waving his arms over his head. He was wearing a ratty old scarf, shapeless fedora and 
greasy fingerless gloves. He needed a shave two weeks ago. 
 
I stopped. òWhatõs up Mikey?ó 
 
He came trotting over, shambolically approaching me and Evelyn. òYou cop yet?ó 
 
òYeah, New York New York.ó 
 
òAny good?ó 
 
òDonõt know, we havenõt done it yet.ó 
 
He pulled a gun, a small revolver, and jammed its blunt snout in my belly. òGive it up!ó 
 
òHuh? Mikey, what theéó 
 
I really didnõt want to give him our dope, not even at gunpoint, not under the present 
circumstances. It had been a really long day. Let me explain. 
 



43 
 

It was a Saturday. Evelyn came by my house around noon and woke me up. òWanna go cop?ó 
she asked me.  
 
I was standing at the door with my bathrobe. òUh yeah, ok. Cõmon in, gimme a minute.ó 
 
I hadnõt been doing dope nearly as long as Evelyn, and didnõt have nearly as bad a habit; I 
usually waited till the sun went down before I copped, I could wait till then, and it was 
generally easier and safer to cop after dark, safer from the cops at least. But I liked Evelynñshe 
was cute, and I was glad sheõd invited me to participate in her hi-jinks, so I said sure. This is 
how a man gets in trouble. 
 
We headed west a couple of blocks and turned right on Avenue B. It was a nice day, early 
spring, but nice days in NY are rare, no matter the season, so it really didnõt matter what time of 
year it was, but it was a nice day. I liked Avenue B; it had character. Still partially paved in 
cobblestones, two out of three buildings above 10th street were vacant shells, so it was peaceful 
and quiet, a halcyon retreat from the hubbub of the big city. And there were cop spots just 
about everywhere up there, which made it even easier to relax. 
 
By the time we got up to 13th, Evelyn was pale and sweaty, and I wasnõt feeling so good myself. 
Liberty was a good afternoon cop spot, and we each spent our last ten bucks on a bag with a 
little rubber -stamp picture of the Statue of Liberty on it. You had to hand it to the dope sellersñ
they had a great sense of irony. Other bag names included Dom Perignon, AA, No Joke, Poison, 
Toilet and of course Spiderman cause damn if it didnõt make you feel like a superhero, for a few 
hours anyway. The day John Gotti was finally sentenced to prison they were selling òYon Gottió 
as the dealers called it, all over the LES, and it was smoking. Then there was Q45, apparently a 
reference to a local kingpinõs pride and joy, a new luxury automobile. 
 
Anyway, we copped two bagsñall we had was twenty bucks between usñfrom a spotty 
Puerto Rican kid, and went back to Evyõs squat on 8th between B&C. Eighth street was lined 
with burnt -out buildings; a gigantic graffito mural flowed from building to building the whole 
length of the block. It was beautiful.  
 
Evelynõs squat was a nice and roomy, would have gone for $1500 bucks a month back then if it 
was located just a few blocks west (or $15,000 today), but it wasnõt. It wasnõt really even a squat, 
just an abandoned building òmanagedó by a crazy old Ukranian lady. Evelyn paid her what 
was essentially a shakedown fee of $100 a month to live there. It had electricity from a nearby 
streetlight via an extension cord, but no running water or heat. I thought it was great, and asked 
if I could meet the old lady so I could move in.  I never did meet her, or move in. The building 
was converted to luxury condos a couple of years later. 
 
Evelyn asked me, òYou mind if I skin pop it?ó 
 
òYour house,ó I said.  
 
I hadnõt used a needle yet, though my friends were starting to, so I wasnõt shocked or disgusted 
or anything to see her shoot up, not like I was the first time I saw somebody fix, in the bathroom 
at Neither/Nor. Neither/Nor was a combination bookstore/performance space/after -hours 
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club/shooting gallery over on 6 th street between C&D. Mikey lived in the back room. Legend 
had it that on his way to catch a plane to LA to personally deliver his latest Miami Vice script to 
Michael Mann, he ODõd on the front steps. When the paramedics arrived, one of them said, 
òGive him a shot of Narcanó and Mikey, even as he was turning blue, woke from the dead 
saying òFuck that shit!ó and jumped in a cab.  I donõt know if he made his flight or not.  
 
Neither/Nor was a cool joint; they sold underground rags like Between C&D (remarkable 
because it was printed on computer paper, with the perforated holes on the sides) Raw and The 
East Village Other. At night they had poetry readings by folks like John Farris, Darius James and 
The Reverend Pedro Pietri, and music by bands like the Microscopic Sextet, Missing Foundation 
and White Zombie. I was snorting coke in the bathroom around 4am with this guy William, 
who supposedly worked for the film producer Ben Barenholtz, when Sandy, a skanky old junky 
(she must have been pushing 40, we were kids back then you understand, and anybody over 30 
seemed old, but however old she was she looked 20 years older than she was) pushed the door 
in, refusing to wait her turn. òDonõt mind me, Iõm gonna shoot this in my pussy,ó she declared. 
She sat on the toilet, pulled her pants down, got out her gear and did just as she promised, 
poking a needle into the dark shadows of her mysterious loins. My goodness I thought. I caught 
a plane to Paris the next day and didnõt come back for 6 months. Itõs not like I got freaked out 
and ran off t o Paris because I watched a bag lady shoot up into her cuntñI was going to leave 
anyway, but letõs just say it made it easier to go. 
 
Back to Evelyn. She loosened her pants, revealing a couple of inches of butt crack, the way 
many youngsters walk around no wadays, but not something you saw every day back then. Her 
ass was small but shapely, not quite my Calyphrygian ideal, but quite lovely. She poked a 
needle one arc radian down along the curve of her bright white butt.  
 
I huffed up my bag with a cocktail st raw. (I always had a cocktail straw on me.) There was no 
bite to it.  
 
òYou feel anything?ó 
 
I shrugged. The dope wasnõt completely beat, but it was, as the old-timey New Yorkers used to 
say, ògah-bage.ó There was just enough whatever the fuck they put in the bags that day to take 
the sickness off, but not enough to get high, which was very annoying.  
 
We decided to head over to Vazacs and cadge some drinks off her ex, a pleasant if taciturn guy 
who tended bar, while we waited for one of our square acquainta nces to show up so we could 
cop for them. It was Saturday afternoon, soon thereõd be some yuppie willing to buy if we flew. 
Evelyn smiled at her ex and leaned forward, saying, òHey, can you help us out?ó He didnõt say 
anything, just gave us each a shot and a beer. He looked at me and smiled joylessly, as if to say, 
man, you donõt know what youõre getting into.  Or maybe he just wanted to punch me. 
 
We nursed our drinks while we waited. A lot of dopefiends hate alcohol, but not me. Maybe it 
was because the òheroinó we were doing didnõt have that much heroin in it, was a m®lange of 
Tuinals, Fentanyl, No-Doze, Pixie Sticks, what have you, so a shot of whiskey helped kick in a 
bag, get some sort of chemical reaction going. Or maybe I was just an alcoholic before I became 
a heroin addict. 
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Bennet walked in. He was a medical student at NYU who liked to hang out at Vazacs on 
weekends and get high. I always thought of him as a normie, a guy whoõd take a vacation from 
his life once in a while by spending a weekend nigh t the way we lived every day. Years later I 
saw him at an NA meeting. He was embarrassed to see me and walked out. I was beyond 
embarrassment by that time so I stayed. Anyway, that day all he wanted was a bag on a 
Saturday night, a perfectly reasonable request, and we were happy to oblige, as long as he got 
us one too. We all grinned as he handed Evelyn 20 bucks. What they call nowadays a win-win.  
 
Why would he ñor anyone else, for that matterñbother paying scum like us to buy them dope? 
There were a dozen cop spots within a few blocks of Vazacs, and it wasnõt like they were hard 
to findñyouõd walk down 3rd Street between C&D and thereõd be some guy standing on the top 
of a stoop yelling at the top of his lungs, òBullet is Opennn! Opennn and Smoking!!! Bulllllit! 
Bulllllit! Bulllllit!!!ó Not exactly on the down low. 
 
Of course half the people on the street were looking for guys like me to come along, so they 
could sell us re-taped dummy bags full of sugar, or rob us, or worse. My friend Jack got the shit 
kicked out of him more than once copping on 3 rd street, but he kept going back there because 
they had by far the best dope in the neighborhood. It was crazy down thereñyouõd hear gun 
shots at least once a week. The first time I copped at Bullet House, with my running buddy Tim, 
there was a fresh pool of blood on the lobby floor that we had to step over to get to the dealers, 
who were perched on the stairs. We handed them 20 bucks and one of them asked the other, 
òShould we take off these white boys?ó and the other said, òNah, ainõt worth it for two bags, 
just serve ôem.ó So even though they had the best dope I was usually too scared to go over 
there, unless I was with Mikey ñI could go anywhere with him. Iõd run into Mikey while I was 
out copping, and I say I was going over to 6th Street and heõd look at me like I was crazyñ
òDonõtõ waste your money, man!óñand heõd take me over to 3rd Street. Heõd introduce me to 
the other junkies, saying, òThis is B, heõs cool,ó and theyõd look at me like they didnõt believe 
him, but theyõd leave me alone because Mikey was the unofficial mayor of the Lower East Side.  
 
Somebody once told me that Evelyn went to cop by herself once, and was held captive in an 
abandoned building for twelve hours or so and repeatedly raped by a drug cre w until they 
finally got tired and let her go the next morning. I never asked her if it was true, so I donõt know 
if that really happened or not, but it seemed like it could have.  
 
So you could get robbed before, during or after copping, and maybe get raped, stabbed or shot 
in the process.  
 
And then of course there were the copsñby this time, most of my friends had been arrested 
once or twice. It wasnõt exactly hard time, 20,000 Years in Sing-Sing, but spending 48 hours in 
òthe systemó (which felt like a month, especially if you were dope sick), till they finally let you 
go for òtime servedó wasnõt a lot of fun either. And the bologna and egg sandwiches they 
served for breakfast, lunch and dinner were terrible.  
 
So for a guy like Bennet, who had a real life outside the Lower East Side, who didnõt (or so I 
thought at the time) use more than a bag or two once or twice a week, it was well worth their 
while to slip somebody like me or Eve lyn an extra 10 spot to avoid copping. He knew we knew 
where the good stuff was (and we did, sometimes) and he wouldnõt have to risk getting ripped 
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off or mugged or having to spend the rest of the weekend in a holding cell and miss his 
Monday morning anato my class or whatever. 
 
So Bennet slipped us a twenty, we went back up to 13th street and bought another couple bags 
of dope, but from a different guy, because we were smart and learned from our mistakes. He 
was standing in the right place, and the stamp looked right, so we thought we were good to go. 
We got back to Vazacs and went to the bathroom (in a scene right out of Trees Lounge) and split 
the bag. It barely tasted like anything. Not that good nasty bitter dope taste you learned to love, 
or even the ether-like taste of cut-up dope, or even the scotch-tape flavorñthis was the sweet 
taste of crushed Tic-Tacs, or whatever white powder the guy who just beat us put back in some 
empty bags and re-taped.  
 
Fuck, the fucker burned us! Fucking dummy bags!  
 
But Bennet was understandingñhe didnõt think we burned him. He thought, correctly, that we 
all got burned togetherñnot that we wouldnõt have burned him if we could have. He gave us 
another twenty to try again. This time we went to Fourth Street, because at lastñit was nice and 
dark by now ña decent cop spot, New York New York, was open. We delivered a bag to Bennet 
back at the bar, wished him well and headed back to my place, one lousy bag between us. I was 
hoping it would be good enough so we could both get hig h and that then Evelyn would sleep 
with me.  
 
Now, where were we? Oh yeah . . .  
 
Mikey jammed the snub nose of the gun into my belly. òOn three motherfucker! One! Two!ó 
 
I dug the bag out of my pocket and dropped it in Mikeyõs hand. He lowered the pistol. òHey 
man, sorry about that. I wasnõt gonna kill ya. But I wouldõve shot you in the leg if you didnõt 
gimme that bag!ó He skulked off into the darkness. 
 
Evelyn looked at me incredulously. òWhat the fuck! You gave him our dope! Whatõd you do 
that for!ó 
 
òHe was gonna shoot me!ó 
 
òAre you sure that was a real gun?ó 
 
òYeah it was a real gun!ó 
 
òAw man, whatõre we gonna do now?ó Evelyn pouted. She looked beautiful. 
 
òIõve had enough, Iõm going homeñyou wanna come over?ó 
 
òReally, youõre just gonna go home? Arenõt you sick?ó She was shocked by my lack of 
gumption.  
 
òNo man, Iõve had it.ó 



47 
 

òIõm gonna go out there and see if I can cop again.ó 
 
I gave her a kiss on the cheek and turned east. I never did sleep with Evelyn, though I think she 
wanted to, later, but by that time I was too strung out to care. I was really sad a few years later 
when I heard she died, of bone cancer of all things. I think she was 32. I wish sheõd had a chance 
to grow up. Maybe she would have gotten clean eventually. Or maybe sheõd have ended up like 
Sandy. No way to tell.  
 
One week later, I was coming home from my shitty temp job, just starting to get sick. I was 
going to go home and change before I went out to cop. I was walking East on 7th street, between 
C and D, almost home, when somebody starts shouting my name.  
 
òHey B! B-man, over here!ó I turn and look and there, on the other side of the street, thereõs 
Mikey, hopping up and down, waving a $10 bill over his head. òI just wanna pay you back!ó He 
scuttles crabwise across the street and, before I can react, presses a crumpled bill into my hand.  
 
What, I wasnõt going to take it? 
 
òMan, Iõm so sorry about last week, but I was really sick, I couldnõt help myself.ó He whipped 
off his fedora and tilted his head so I could see his scalp. (Iõm not tall, but Mikey was really 
short, like 5ô4ó at best; I thought it was really funny that they cast Benjamin Bratt, whoõs well 
over 6 feet, to play him in that movie.) òCheck it out man, somebody tried to shoot me!ó  
 
There was a part in his scalp. òSee? The bullet just grazed my head, they just missed me!ó He 
really said this to me. And expected me to believe him. Like he was Shemp from an old Three 
Stooges short. òAnyway, I felt really bad about taking you off last week, so I wanted to pay you 
back. I was glad you just gave me the bag, cause I woulda shot you if you didnõt. But I wouldnõt 
have killed you, Iõdõve just shot you in the leg, cause youõre a good guy. Anyway, now Iõm 
coolñMichael Mann just bought the rights to my life story for $200,000!ó  
 
Couldõve given me $20 then, or maybe a bundle, to make up for my trouble, I thought, but I 
didnõt say anything. 
 
òSo, we cool?ó 
 
òYeah Mikey, weõre cool.ó 
 
I went home, got changed, and copped with Mikeyõs amend. I donõt remember if it was any 
good or not. 
 
THE END 
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FAME WHORE  
 

(EXCERPT) 
 

By Mike Hudson  
 

Photo © Malcolm Alcala  

 

The freaks come out at night, and in Angieõs neighborhood they came out where Vermont and 

Hollywood and Sunset all intersected, that ghetto fabulous triple corner on the edge of nowhere 

with the cab stands and the taqueria and the Rite Aid and the Bank of America and Starbucks.  

 

She went there the same time every night, usually around nine oõclock, sometimes alone and 

sometimes with that asshole writer Heaton and the little black Chihuahua. Harris would wait 

until he saw her alone and then take a table near hers on the patio outside. Sheõd sip her Chai 

latte and talk on the cellphone she always carried. It rang constantly, playing an old rock song 

he didnõt know but which was, in fact, the MC5 doing òKick Out the Jams.ó 

Tonight, she and the dog had arrived without her boyfriend, and Harris wondered about that, 
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hoping against hope that he would never again see the asshole, Heaton, who so obviously 

didnõt deserve her.  

òI remember when she got her faceliftéó Angie told her friend, an ex -model named Simone, who 

was calling from Paris. 

 

òBut thatõs different. Itõs not like youõre going in there every six weekséó 

 

òSo maybe itõs eight weeks, I donõt know, but Iõm not going to have them put botulism in meéó she 

said. 

 

Harris leaned sideways to eavesdrop, his eyes looking straight ahead. He was wearing a pair of 

Levis and a black shirt. 

 

Heõd made a note to himself to buy more black shirts but hadnõt gotten around to it yet and 

now just had the one. The baristas at Starbucks had black shirts issued to them and he wondered 

sometimes how he could have lived so long and not realized that black was the best color there 

was for clothes. 

 

She wore black, of course. A short, flouncy pleated skirt and opaque black stockings, the knee 

high suede boots with the spiked heels and a kind of tight lacy top that pushed her small firm 

breasts up almost even with her shoulders. Over that there was a black school blazer with brass 

buttons. Her long black hair looked as if sheõd just gotten out of bed, out of a bed where she 

hadnõt been sleeping, and the china white skin of her face, almost translucent, augmented with 

just a touch of dark lipstick and maybe a little something around the eyes.  

 

òI mean, thereõs so many products on the market...ó she said to Simone. òI understand if youõre one of 

those girls, actresses, who make their money on being beautifuléó 

 

òé But Bette Davis was a huge film star! She was a real actress!ó 

 

He hung on her every word. He didnõt know who she was talking to or what really they were 

talking about but, to hi m, whatever it was, it was the most fascinating thing in the world. He 

wanted to know everything about her, what made her tick, how she came to be, her essence and 

the color of her soul.   

 

òEverybody wants to look like Angelina Jolie but unless you look like Angelina Jolie -- like six feet tall, 

100 pounds -- Iõm sorry, but those big lips just look badéó 

 

òIõm telling you right now Iõd look stupid if my lips were any bigger. They wouldnõt fit my faceéó 



50 
 

With her hands, she was breaking the blueberry scone heõd watched her buy up into small 

pieces and feeding them to the little dog who stood on the ground at her feet, putting the 

smallest pieces into her own mouth. 

 

òMmm-mmméMmm-mmméó 

 

òéYouõre letting your hair grow out now? Yeah, I know, me tooé I hate ité 

 

òRighté She told me she could make my body look like sixteen againé I said could I just lay there while 

you do it? She said no, youõve got to do the work... I said fuck that shit.ó 

 

Harris was happy Angieõs telephone friend wasnõt sitting at the table with her. He didnõt care 

what she had to say but, more than that, someone else sitting there would certainly have 

noticed his efforts to eavesdrop. 

 

All that mattered was that he was ten feet away from the most beautiful woman in Hollywood, 

one who knew people in Paris and everywhere else. Whose scent was that of the deepest sexual 

desire and whose emerald green eyes promised a knowing carnality far beyond any simple 

sensuality he had ever experienced. 

 

òDoes Daryl Hanna even work anymoreé?ó 

 

òYeah, you saw her after Pearl Jamé Remember, she was at Harveyõs thing at the Whiskey? 

 

òIs it her line of makeupé? 

 

òYeah, yeah. Yeah, too bad... 

 

òI love her hairé 

 

òSheõs always been a really sweet kid, independent, thatõs what I love about her... Yeahéó 

 

òWho was that French director, what was his name? Iõve forgotten his nameé 

 

òYeahé Now he wants to control her life, put her on a pedestal...ó 

 

She got up from the table and bent over to untangle Rowenaõs pink leash from the wrought iron 

leg of one of the chairs. A flash of gartered white thigh and Harris thought he would explode in 

his pants. 
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òBut she fell in love with him, what are you going to do? I donõt know, it depends on the guy. How do 

you answer that?  

 

òYouõve got to be open to the possibilityéó 

 

She dropped her cup into the receptacle and walked away up Prospect, out of earshot and back 

toward the hills. He thought of following her but didnõt. One night he would, he knew he 

would, but tonight wasnõt that night. 

 

Instead he walked over to where sheõd been sitting and, spying a piece of blueberry scone the 

dog had somehow missed lying on the ground, picked it up and put to his nose. Eyes closed, he 

smelled the sweet blueberries and pictured her in his mind.  

 

òOf course sheõs emotional, her momõs deadéó he heard her say from down the street, her voice 

fading.  

 

Harris dared to dream. He imagined Angie in his apartment, sitting on the couch, watching her 

shows on TV, or in the morning at the kitchen counter, fixing herself something for breakfast. 

And then he saw her in his bedroom. He opened his eyes and ate the piece of blueberry scone, 

the piece sheõd broken off with her own delicate fingers, the piece sheõd meant for her dog, and 

tasted the juicy sweetness for himself.       

 

In the dark sky above, Orion th e Hunter looked down on a world full of pain. But Harris felt 

none of it and he went home savoring the taste of blueberries and remembering the flash of 

Angieõs creamy thigh. 

 

When he got back to his apartment in Glendale, he lay down on his bed and jacked off just 

thinking about it.  
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THE FALLEN  
 

(EXCERPT) 
 

Michael  Hann  
 

Chapter 1 

 

The cold starts first at my feet, working its way up to my chest and then to my arms.  

It starts to get harder to walk and soon I am wading, occasionally turning over my shoulder to see dark 

shapes stood at the mouth of the now distant beach. They just hang there, not following but also not 

leaving. Removed and watching me. 

It feels inevitable. And clean. 

I wake up gasping for  air.  

The nightmare is still chewing away at my mind as I fill my lungs, the heaviness left over from 

the junk keeping my body rooted to the bed.  

As I suck the air back into me, I smell the sea on the breeze coming in from the front of the 

caravan and I remember where I am. Hiding in some shitty seaside town, on the run and 

without a hope in hell.  

Three hours.  

Three measly hours before the shakes kick in and I start to feel the need to peel my skin off with 

my nails. Then the lizard will start calling o n me. 

The weight of incubus and nightmare.  

Benefits of a private education, old boy. 

Fucking lovely.  

I walk out of the bedroom in my bare feet, dragging my left leg behind me. For now my back 

doesnõt hurt and I praise God and his name for the art of self medication. It is there though, 

lurking behind the fading high which has temporarily taken over my body. But for now I donõt 

feel it. 

Praise him, praise him, praise him, praise him, praise the everlasting king. 

It is freezing cold outside and a gale is flooding in from the endless blue and grey in front of us. 

Wendy is sat in a chair nearby, her headphones shoved in her ears, my coat and hoody 

wrapped around her and over her head.  

I flash her a smile and run my fingers through my curly mop, trying to stop it blowing in the 

wind and over my face. The cold canõt get to my bones yet and I savour the warm glow and 

sense of floating through nothing that the fix has given me.  

òAre you all right?ó Wendy says, taking the headphones out. She smiles but I know she hates to 

see me this way. Still, she knows I need it. Until I can get us abroad and safe.  

Escape? Fine chance.  

The thing we wonõt talk about. What we most fear. 
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òFine, fine,ó I say. òWhat you listening to?ó 

This time her smile is more genuine as she passes me one of the head phones and puts the other 

back in her ear. I pull up a chair and we snuggle up next to one another. For a few minutes we 

just listen to the music together and cut the rest of the world out.  

It doesnõt last long enough. Soon the pain flickers through my spine and so I shuffle and 

squirm, unable to sit still and fully lose myself in the moment.  

òI hate love songs,ó I say under my fogged breath. 

Instantly she shifts a little further away from me, glancing up with nervous eyes.  

òNo, I like this,ó I say, motioning to the headphones. òItõs just that... well, theyõre just so full of 

clich®s andé well, I donõt know, lies.ó 

òLies?ó 

òYeah, lies,ó I say, warming to my subject and gaining confidence in my argument. òThey make 

out that love is so perfect, when itõs noté really. Just another sales job.ó 

òYou're a clich®.ó She says, smiling at me as she leans to drop a full kiss. 

As our lips touch the smell of the sea fills and distracts me. It makes me think of the beach back 

home, walking along the  sand with my parents when I was so much younger and innocent.  

Home. The City. Just behind us but not far away.  

Something brushes against my ear, sending a shiver down my now aching spine. Long and 

leathery. A lizardõs tail.  

It makes me break from her. We hang there for a second looking at each other and once again it 

is there between us. The threat. The possibility that this could be one of our last, true moments 

together. 

She tries to kill it with an unconvincing smile. It fools neither of us but I sile ntly thank her for it.  

òSuch a clich®,ó She says to me and then kisses me on the head. òAnd a moron. So... you had 

that dream again didnõt you?ó 

Iõd been having the same nightmare now ever since weõd been on the run. Iõd be laid up, on the 

bed, couch, where ever I had fallen asleep, and Iõd look up and there would be this thing sat on 

my chest. Huge wings, sharp talons, weighing a tonne. Squeezing the breath out of me.  

òAnd? It doesnõt mean anything.ó I say fidgeting in my chair, feeling my back beginning to 

stiffen and lock up along my left side.  

òI suppose. You have to admit though, itõs a bit strange that you keep having the same-ó 

òIt doesnõt mean anything.ó I say, emphasising each word with a mixture of anger and 

desperation. 

She never says it out loud but I know her too well. What she thinks. What she thinks she knows.  

Omen. Vision. Prelude to a disaster.  

Christ, not a huge surprise. Her people believe they are the chosen ones, who would survive the 

end of the world.  

Her Fatherõs religion.  

Fear. Repression. Ragnarok. 
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Now sheõs on the run with me, a junkie ex-prostitute.  

Talk about frying pan and fire.  

òJust as well I didnõt have a dream about my teeth falling out or turning up for my classics 

exam naked again then, eh? Look, it doesnõt mean anything. Trust me.ó 

Little, sharp claws play with the back of my neck. Run run run run.  

Her face darkens and her eyes fall to her floor and the thin, dead grass below. I force a smile 

and run my hand through her long, brown hair and kiss her face.  

òYouõre right,ó She says, her voice dropping to a whisper. òItõs probably just..ó 

Never trust a junkie. Never trust a junkie.  

Thorny words, screamed out on the back of a long, wet tongue.  

Never trust a junkie.  

Cold sweat and pain drip down my neck to my lower lumbar .  

òI told you, òI say, smiling at her. òI'll get us out of here. And once weõre safe... Iõll kick it, I 

swear. Iõll do it. For you.ó 

We sit in silence, the sound of the crashing waves and the wind surround us. I see the fear in 

Wendyõs eyes and know exactly what she is thinking.  

Soon.  

Soon they will find us and then they will take us. Probably out in the country, maybe to a 

broken down, rotted out building or hut in the middle of nowhere.  

Then they will torture us and kill us.  

I routinely pray to God that they do me first. That they d onõt make me watch them hurt her. 

Thing is, I know he isnõt listening. He isnõt even taking messages.  

Not even this close to Christmas.  

òI have to go into town. I wonõt be long. Straight there and back again.ó I say, grimacing and 

biting my bottom lip as  I get up from the chair.  

As I raise myself up she grabs my arm. I look down into her green eyes. Tears start to fall. 

òPlease,ó She says, her hand shaking as she grips me tightly. òJust one more day. Please?ó 

Eventually I nod and let her lead me from the chairs and to the door of the caravan. Three hours 

tops, before Iõll have to use again.  

I only have enough for three more hits.  

Tomorrow.  

Definitely tomorrow.  

Run run run run run run run.  

 

Chapter 2 

 

We do nothing for the rest of the day. We sit and wat ch day time TV in the front room. Sprawl 

out in the bedroom. We just talk or lay in silence.  

I have always enjoyed these moments with her. Losing all sense of time and place, just laying in 

each otherõs arms, letting the world crumble away outside us. 
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Things are different now though. There is the elephant in the room. The thing we darenõt talk 

about or acknowledge. That our time is running out and we are going to die.  

Then again, arenõt we all? 

I occasionally pop pain killers, to try to lengthen my need f or a fix but it is already in the post. 

She kisses my face and runs her fingers through my hair to try to sooth me but I keep twitching 

and shuffling around, never getting comfortable.  

I take the pills and think about my uncle Paul who kindly and illegally  prescribed them for me. 

Itõs been nearly over a month since that night, the night that the Fileys got kicked out of town. 

Then our ex-boss Kirin became the new king of The City and Wendy and I went on the run 

from him.  

I hope Paul is all right. I know he  isnõt. Heõll still be in that mad house, up Newcastle way, with 

all the other broken souls. 

The City.  

Dark satanic mills. You can check out but you can never leave. I can feel it magnetising the junk 

scraping the bottom of my veins, trying to pull me bac k home.  

Praise him, praise him, praise him, praise him, praise the everlasting king. 

I donõt want these thoughts in my head. At the same time I invite them in, as I canõt help 

noticing how close her body is to mine. Every time she moves in to comfort me, a new part of 

her brushes against me.  

Elbows. Legs. Hips. Breasts.  

Despite the pain, despite the nightmares, despite the fear and the sense of fucking hopelessness 

between us. I still canõt do it.  

Of course, I feel the excitement. The primal rush from her touch, the warmth spreading over my 

body with the anticipation of sex. The lizard part of me, the base response to physical stimulus, 

the need to sate and rut wraps its long tongue around my brain and shudders from the sense of 

growing pleasure.  

Fuck it fuck it fuck it fuck it fuck it  

Still, there is the shame. The smell of talc, body odour, lube. The taint of dirty old men doing 

what they like to me, fucking me as many ways as they want. Their taste on my lips and in my 

mouth, the feel of their fists and weight beating down on me. Breaking my back.  

Breaking me in two.  

Fuck it fuck it fuck it fuck it fuck it  

The lizard laughs and flicks its scaly tongue into my ear and down my back, causing me to 

shudder and then convulse as a fresh set of nerves scream and bite.   

As she moves in I turn onto my side and away from her.  

 I hear her sigh. She does not walk away. She does not yell at me or hit me. She lays down 

against my back and wipes the tears from my eyes and strokes my arm. 

òItõs ok, itõs ok lovely.ó She says. 

I love her. God help me, I love her. 
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Chapter 3 

 

In the mornin g I get up early and get dressed quickly, trying not to wake her. I cook up a fix in 

the bathroom and when I peak I slide down against the door, my mind and body going 

skyward and then numb.   

I force myself to stay awake and to keep the demons at bay. I nearly blank out at one point and I 

swear I can hear the sound of wings beating against the bathroom window and an animal 

shriek outside. 

I get myself straight.  

I take a quick inventory. Most of the money is gone and I have enough for one more hit. Then 

that is that. I do however have a shit load of weapons grade pain killers, so I should be able to 

hold out for a few hours but before going through severe withdrawal.  

Thatõs it then. Today I will have to call Charlie and sort out the money and my H. I just hope he 

hasnõt sold me out. 

I put on my coat and hoody on, which reminds my back to send a ripple of pain through my 

body.  

Already the fix is wearing off. Shit.  

I am about to leave when I turn and see her standing in the doorway of the bedroom. Even first  

thing in the morning, still half awake, she looks gorgeous. She also looks a bit pissed but is 

trying hard to hide it.  

òYou off into town?ó she says. 

òYep. Going to call Charlie, see if I can get him to drop off the rest of the money for us.ó I say, 

deciding not to mention the gear.  

 òBe careful,ó she says. 

òDonõt worry love,ó I say, trying to sound cocky. òThis is the last place anyone would look for 

us. Besides, if anyone tries to mess with me Iõll go all Doc Holliday on them.ó 

I pull out the gun from my jacket and show it to her.  A look of horror flickers over her eyes.  

Sometimes I truly hate every part of me, right down to the fucking core. This is one if those 

times.  

òJust be careful,ó she says and shuts the door behind her. 

We both know that I donõt have the balls to use it. 

The town centre is full of day trippers, Christmas shoppers, bikers, dogs and drunks. Iõd 

forgotten that it was the weekend.  

Christ, what a mare. I hate plebs nearly as much as I hate johns. 

The sea gulls perch on overflowing bins, paint peeling railings, coldly eye up the touristsõ 

overpriced fish and chips and candy floss, ready to fight it out over scraps and detritus.  

There is a fine drizzle close to sleet which makes the air smell damp and I occasionally get a 

sharp whiff of someone else's stink and sweat as I push my way through the crowd. It feels 

vaguely sexual, which only makes me want to gag more, so I try to breathe through my nose 
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and keep their rank bodies at armõs length.  

Also, the pleb mass makes me paranoid that someone is going to nudge or bump me, causing 

me to shift my weight and send a jolt through my nervous system and to explode in my brain. 

The H is wearing down now, evaporating at a speed of knots.  

No more fucking hosannas. No more hail Marys.  

The City tugs at the hooks in my veins, making me gag and shiver. 

Praise him, praise him, praise him, praise him, praise the everlasting king. 

I need a drink and some medication. The bottles of pills which my uncle Paul gave me rattle 

against the gun but all I care about is making it to the nearest pub without feeling more pain 

than I need to or having to stop and puke on the pavement in front of some pissed up, weekend 

warrior or some fat cunt and her equally obese brood. The noise of their chatter and barking 

rises and rises with the pain crawling up the lines of nerves running from my feet legs spine 

and all of a sudden the lizard is cackling goading me to drive the three pieces of lead into the 

nearest three plebs  glued to me if only to silence their stupid faces for one blessed moment and 

take my mind off the pain growing and flowing into my back to the point I want to hit the kerb 

and chew on concrete till my jaw fucking breaks.  

Fuck.  

One step at a time. 

 

Chapter 4 

 

òA pint and whiskey chaser please. Best make it a double.ó I say to the wizened bar lady.  

As she pours me my drinks I look around the place and clearly see how the fates of the property 

and the proprietor have become intertwined. Both have seen better days, could do with a lick of 

paint and neither have been entered by anyone in a while. I laugh quietly at my own joke and 

flash her a smile. It does nothing for her mood. 

Silently she passes me my change and goes back to her cross word. I smile again and spy the 

telephone on the wall in the corridor on the way to the toilets.  

First drink, then drugs and then to work.  

My joke is spoiled when I notice there is one other person drinking in the pub. Some shabby, 

old drunk who is probably a regular. H e is half asleep, cradling his pint and head in his arms on 

the table in front of him.  

So, it isnõt hard thing for me to slip a couple of valium out of my pocket into my mouth and 

wash them down with a sip of ale, followed by a swift jolt of warm whiskey.  

I look at the pills and think about my uncle Paul and I inevitably start to recall that night. The 

night that I abandoned him. The night Johnny Filey was murdered and the rest of the Filey clan 

did a runner. Iõd heard that they had made it to Greece. Antony, George and Antonyõs family. 

Good for them.  

George Filey. Once the king of the town, ruler of all. Now just another expat, pushed out by 

foreign interests. The way of the world.  



59 
 

The King is dead, long live the King Kirin. The City is yours. 

I still felt guilty about it. Leaving Paul there, waiting for Johnnyõs killers. The police believe he 

saw everything but he was too far gone to give them a statement. Theyõll probably be the same 

murderers who will come for me and Wendy. Kirinõs thugs. 

I take another swig of beer and whiskey and stare out at people milling around on the streets, 

the everyday normal people going about their business.  

I wonder how many of them have done terrible things.  

To themselves.  

To others.  

To loved ones. To strangers. 

No innocents. 

Chances are there would be a few. All kinds. Teachers, dentists, solicitors, doctors, MPs, 

milkmen, policemen, army lads, butchers, taxis drivers and priests. Iõve had them all. All kinds. 

Watching the families walking by in their bright T shirt s and waterproof pants I wondered if 

my parents still thought about me. If occasionally it occurred to them that they had messed up 

by carting me off to every bloody boarding school which would take me on, ignoring my letters 

asking to be allowed back home, that I would be a good boy now and would stop being such a 

handful.  

Now that was a proper education. The best that money could buy, as Dad would say.  

An education indeed, which peaked when I tried to kill myself at thirteen years old, the old pills 

and razor across the arteries routine, a last gasp for help. Pathetic really. 

 Honour your father and mother.  

The aftermath. His angry words, punctuated by a stabbing, pointed finger and blood shot eyes. 

My Mother, stood with her back to me in the hallway.  

H is eyes burning into the back of her, unable to look at me. The last time before I left for good.  

Honour your father and mother.  

Happy days.  

Satisfied that the pain is being contained by my legal but illegally appropriated high, I order 

another pint and start to work my courage up to make the phone call.  

The cowardly, lizard side of me asks: why I am bothering? That talking to Charlie may only 

speed up the inevitable and will hasten Kirin and his goons finding us. But Charlie has my 

money and my heroin.  

The lizard acknowledges the need for the latter but canõt help remembering my nightmare and 

wonders if maybe it is an omen, that we have been hexed and further bad luck lurks idly by.  

Slithering through my mind, dragging its fat tail and scaly skin behind  it, the lizard tells me that 

this is what Wendy thinks, believes. That the creature in the nightmare is some kind of 

messenger, telling us that our goose is cooked and properly fucked.  

I try to kill the lizardõs voice with fresh beer and whiskey and a couple of more pills, or at least 

chase it further into my skull so I canõt hear it. 
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It is right though, Wendyõs face when I told her about the nightmare said it all. Despite all her 

family put her through. The way theyõd poured their sour religion into her from an early age. 

Preaching that they and their cult were the only ones clean enough to get into heaven. That she 

would receive God's grace, if she toed the line. Kept nodding, agreeing, and if she married some 

old bastard who owned a newsagents and a couple of amusement arcades, when she turned 

eighteen.   

Even after all that, she still couldnõt stop herself believing.  

And I love her. God help me, I love her.  

How can you love someone you havenõt even fucked?  

The lizard sees an opening and takes it, hissing and wrapping its wet, sticky tongue around my 

brain. I send it packing when I neck the rest of the pint and drop kick the whiskey down my 

throat.  

I let out a sigh and feel vaguely content, which is only disturbed by the sudden need to scratch 

away at my arms and thighs. Itchy blood. Not a good sign. Next there will be sporadic puking, 

cold aches and joint pains. I praise God for the delights and machinations of withdrawal. At 

least it reminds you when you next have to score.  

I feed coins into the machine, glancing around to make sure no one is watching me. The 

landlady is still busy filling out her crossword and the lone drunk is passed out with his  head 

slumped on the table next to his half empty pint of brown ale. I reckon Iõm safe. 

The line connects and the ring tone kicks in. My guts feel cold and full of ice water,  somehow 

being pulled and pushed by the ebb and flow of the tide outside.  

I pray  for him to pick up. I pray for some good luck.  

I donõt know what I want more. The money or the drugs. 

Sensation. Salvation.  

The ring tones end and for a second I fear the worse. Then a voice echoes down the phone, 

sounding half awake and distant.  

òHello?ó 

òHi, Charlie.ó I say, recognising his high pitched voice.  

Only Charlie could make ôhelloõ sound camp. 

òMikey my piece of posh, how you doing?ó Charlieõs voice sounds warmer as he says my name 

but then he finishes off with a long coughing fit.  

Shit, heõs sick. How sick? Common cold sick? Flu sick? AIDs sick? Junk sick? The lizard is 

creeping back in and he is turning green with fear.  

I try to put it to one side and slide into my old working voice. To roll my ôrõs and accentuate the 

endings of my words . I hate it. It reminds me why I would rather die than go back to Kirin 

alive. 

òCharlie darling,ó I say, trying to keep my nerves in check. òHow you doing? You donõt sound 

so good my love.ó 

òOh, this? This is just a bit of food poisoning or something. I was working late last night at the 
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club and someone must have served me some bad fish. I wouldnõt care but the boss wants me 

back in tonight, weõre a tad shorthanded since you legged it. The customers arenõt happy. Heõs 

had to charge a separate rate for some of them, apparently the rest of us donõt have your... your 

finesse.ó 

The club: The Paradise Bar, a brothel where customers can partake in any sexual desire with 

any combination of man, girl and boy that they choose. As long as they can pay for it.  

The Boss: Vladimir Kirin. My ex -employer, Serbian crime boss and unadulterated psycho who 

wants Wendy and me dead by yesterday for leaving him with vacancies for one barmaid and 

one male prostitute. The man has a real thing about honour, and code. 

The customers: All types, all fruits and johns. All with money or too far gone to worry if they 

donõt have it. The kind that like not only to rut but to rut and hurt. Hence, my ruined vertebrae 

and shuffling gait.  

I remind myself of these things to help me manage my nerv es. I remind myself to make sure I 

know what is at stake and to not fuck things up. I lick my lips and wipe sweat from my brow.  

I remind myself that I am not a victim. I am a grifter, a fucking survivor. I can do this.  

òPosh? Are you still there?ó Charlie says, starting off another coughing fit. 

òYep, sure am. Look, Charlie love, I need the stuff you stashed for me. Is there any chance we 

could meet up outside of The City -ó 

My words are drowned out by the sound of Charlie barking and then nearly retching down the 

phone. Food poisoning my arse. He is either sicker than he says he is or he is putting it on. 

Either way, it isnõt good news for me. 

òAre you ok?ó I ask, trying to keep my voice level and chatty. 

òYeah, yeah. Must be some twenty four hour thing. Look Mikey, thereõs no way I can leave the 

house. Even if I could, Ian is watching me like a hawk.ó 

Ian. Charlieõs boyfriend and a complete cunt. Charlie may probably be my only friend, my best 

friend after Wendy, but he has lousy taste in men. 

òDoes he know about my stash, you havenõt told him Charlie-ó 

òKeep your fucking wig on, Jesus. No, I have not told him but he found out that the Boss has 

put a reward out for any information which could help him find you.ó 

òHow much?ó I say, my right hand scratching away at my thigh, digging into the skin under 

my jeans.  

òA grand. At the moment. Everyone figures that if he doesnõt hear anything soon heõll put it up 

by a half.ó 

Cheap bastard. òHow are we going to do this then Charlie? I need that money, and the skag.ó 

òNo way round it Posh, youõll have to come and get it. And preferably today. Ian knows 

something is up, the longer you leave it the more likely it is that heõll find it.ó 

òOk. Ok. Iõll catch a train in an hour or so. Iõll be at yours around five. Will Ian be out? I donõt 

want to bump into him Charlie, I canõt promise what Iõll do if he tries anything on.ó 

I place my free hand on the cold metal of the gun in my pocket and seize it tight, stopping my 
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fingers from r ipping at my flesh. Charlie laughs, a high pitch croak that descends into a dry fit.  

òMikey, my angel,ó He says, still laughing. òItõs a little late in the day for you to try to act all 

butch and macho. Five will be fine, Ian will be out collecting and sho uldnõt be back till seven.ó 

òAre you sure Charlie?ó 

òCross my heart and hope to die sweetie. See you later.ó 

òAye, take care Charlie.ó 

òYou too Posh my love, you too.ó 

I put the phone down. Almost as soon as the receiver hits the cradle I feel the cold bile in my 

stomach shoot up into my throat. I lunge through to the ladies' loo's opposite and just make it in 

time to the sink.  

I retch down into the grey, dirty bowl, blocking up the plug hole with brown and yellow 

flecked shite. As I wash it down and rub l ukewarm water over my face, I canõt make my mind 

up if the sickness was caused by withdrawal or me shitting my pants with fear.  

 

Chapter 5 

 

Home again, home again, clickety click. 

The train bounces along the track, nearly knocking me off my aim as I grip the  bathroom floor 

with my buttocks and feet, my back pressed against the door. I ease the syringe into the vein 

running from my elbow down the side of my arm, taking care not to jerk the needle. The risk of 

ripping skin and spilling precious junk forces sweat and held breath. 

òDonõt go,ó She said to me, after I had given her the good news. 

òWe need the money. Besides, I can take care of myself.ó 

My words sound cocky and full of vinegar but I am conning no one, not even myself. Tears silently fall 

down her cheeks. I canõt look her in the eye. 

I pull back on the plunger. Some of my blood mixes with the brown junk and slowly I flow 

down on it.  

White.  

Out. 

Tears silently fall down her cheeks. 

òThatõs not what Iõm worried about,ó she said, half laughing as she wipes her face. òIõm more worried 

that you wonõt come back.ó 

I take her into my arms and kiss the top of her head, smelling her hair. 

òI will always come back to you. I promise.ó 

òPromise?ó She said weakly, hugging me tight.  

òPromise. And hope to die.ó 

The train lurches onwards. I  can feel myself nodding off as I sink to the floor in the bathroom. I 

pull myself up and lean against one of the walls. My whole body feels like hot coals.  

Then it is in the bathroom with me, sat on top of the sink. I know it canõt really be here. Its 

wings are stretched out and are easily ten feet wide, too big for the small room but realising this 
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does not wake me up. Its large eyes silently sink into mine, unblinking and all consuming.  

It jumps down and lands on my chest. I canõt move as its weight pushes the breath out of me 

and I can feel myself sinking and sinking and sinking and sinking and sinking downwards.  

It screams at me, its toothless open mouth shrieking wordless anger and contempt.  

I donõt need words. I know what it is telling me.  

It is telling me I am damned.  

I bolt up from the floor when I hear the knocking at the door. Despite the hit the sudden 

movement wrenches my back and I have to bite down hard on my fist to stop myself screaming. 

Piss trickles down my leg and onto the dirty floor and flows back and forth with the movement 

of the train.  

The knocking stops. Heavy feet walk away.  

Back at my seat, I look out of the window and watch the tra in approach the unmistakable 

outline of home and The City. The sky is cloudy and dark which merges with the grey of the 

cooling towers and chemical plant concrete. Flares break the skyline with orange jets of flame.  

Dark satanic mills. The world is a vamp ire.  

The City. If it sees you, itõll never let you go.  

When I was young, I used to think that all the cooling towers and chemical works which 

dominated the landscape made the clouds which filled the sky. I used to watch the steam rise 

out of the towers and float up into the blue. On a cloudy day, you couldnõt tell which stream of 

white came from where.  

Now. Now I see it for what it really is.  

A type of hell which keeps generations of pleb families stuck in one place where there are no 

jobs and opportunit ies. A rip in the landscape which can be seen by every town for miles, 

nestled inside the green hills which provided the coal to fuel its growth and expansion but 

could not halt its decline.  

The City. 

The price of everything at no cost and then greatest cost of all. To me. To Wendy. To Uncle Paul. 

Homecoming Queen. 

Home again, home again, clickety click. 



64 
 



65 
 

Soundtrack: Overture to Rienzi by Wagner  
 

RAPIER 
 

By Salena Godden 
 
May 28th  1975 
 
Today we left England and flew into Naples. The medication made me sleep most of the way, 
but I awoke with a start as the plane came into landing noticing my left index finger was 
pointing, erect as a little pocket knife. I concealed it in my jacket pocket and as we approached 
the passport control it luckily softened and folded to its usual fleshy position.  
 
We are to stay here in Palermo all summer, in a beautiful grand mansion called Villa Tasca. 
Pierre is determined I will get well here. I have worried my own brother sick. I still get so 
distracted, I must try hard to get better. Doctor Hesse says I mustnõt expect immediate results. 
Iõm glad heõs staying with us all summer too, heõll keep a watchful eye on my recuperation.  
 
Of course, Iõm still not really permitted to read or write. However, I feel I must keep this secret 
diary just so I can record my own progress. After all writing this diary isnõt like real writing, not 
like those writings.  
 
May 29th  
 
Tonight I cannot sleep and so to pass the time let me describe Villa Tasca:  
 
In the beautiful gardens there is an oval-shaped outdoor swimming pool bordered with pink 
antique roses. The mansion itself is surrounded by tall palm trees and the manicured grass 
springs under a bare foot like sponge cake.  
 
Earlier I crossed a rope bridge to a pagoda made of black wrought iron. Once you are up there 
you can see over the whole garden and grounds. Beneath the pagoda are dank underground 
crypts with moss and dark water dripping from the walls. And overhanging the lake grows an 
enormous tree with its roots exposed like tangled hair. Momentarily I imagined I could hear 
children laughing. I must have been imagining things and I must be more careful of that.  
 
While I stay here Iõm to sleep alone, here in my very own room. The screaming white wards of 
the hospital seem so far away from here. My room is on the same ground floor as the billiards 
room. Doctor Hesse says this is for the best, because it is cooler down here in this heat for my 
day rest. This is a red-rusty coloured room with wine -coloured silk curtains. I write this at an 
oak writing desk which.éoh, I must go now , somebody is knocking on the dooré 
 
May 30th 
 
Just now I was laying in my bed when I noticed my finger was a little dagger poking up 
through the sheet, I had to get up because I thought it might tear the bedding. It is a curious 
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thing, right now, this very minute, Iõm watching as it points straight outwards. As I write this, 
my hand is on the desk in a little fist and my index finger is a glinting, sharpened dagger. Itõs 
odd but quite amusing and Iõm watching it twitch.  
 
I cannot sleep a wink, so I may as well write this diary to pass the time and dead of night. 
Today I explored Villa Tasca, I looked at the ugly old portraits that hang in gold frames on all 
the walls. In the west wing I found a pretty music room with a grand piano, the ceilings are 
called fresco, that means they are painted with cherubs, old gods and grapevines. Apparently 
the great composer Wagner stayed here once upon a time, before the war. In the corner of the 
billiards room I noticed an erect coat of armour standing by a wooden door. Through that door 
I discovered a back way, a narrow winding staircase that lead down into the kitchens.  
 
As I write this I can hear my own blood beat in my ears with the silence, the past year has been 
like a long scream. I do hope rest will cure me and that I may cause my family no more pain 
and concern. I cannot bear to look in the mirror though, I look awful, like a shaven criminal, 
they keep saying my hair should grow back in a few weeks and that will hide the scars. I should 
try to get some sleep but my finger throbs so, it is a toothache in my hand. What a time it has 
been, from goodbyes at the hospital to the busy airport, two aeroplanes and then to here. Doctor 
Hesse is so kind, he said that the colours returning to my cheeks already.  
 
After lunch Susannah and I sat by the pool. Susannah kicked off her shoes and put her feet in 
the water and splashed me. My cousin Susannah is so carefree, I wish I was more like her. The 
butler here is called Franco and he wears white gloves. He thought we were sisters, everybody 
says that, we told him in unison - everybody says that! - Then he brought us iced lemonade. The 
lemons came from the trees in the gardens, the very gardens we were sitting in, imagine that. 
 
May 31st  
 
Itõs the middle of the night and I am alone in this dark burgundy room of mine. Above me there 
is a portrait of two children like ugly little birds with beak -like noses. The bird orphans, I call 
them, the bird orphans. I cannot stop watching my finger, itõs a dagger pointing at the picture 
on the wall, at the little girls, both children have n oses like birds - the bird orphans.  
 
I should write about the lizard we saw that made Susannah and I jump, and how Franco shooed 
it away for us. And I must mention the cook with the enormous swollen bussoms. Oh and there 
is a gardener, I spied with his hose watering the grounds with his shirt off! Tonight though I 
must try to sleep, I know sleep is great healer. I know I will dream, and I cannot help that, the 
dreams always come and the nightmares stay with me. I will wrap a handkerchief around my 
hand so I do not rip the sheets with my finger.  
 
June 1st  
 
Last night I awoke to find my left arm fully erect and sticking out into the cool night. I sat up in 
my bed with this phallic arm of mine. I talked to it and rubbed it to try to make it soft and 
fleshy, but it was numb, I couldnõt feel it, it was as if it was someone elseõs arm. Eventually I 
could bend it at the elbow across my chest. I climbed back under the blankets and put my stiff 
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arm under the covers. I dared not lay on it in case I cut myself open. I was forced to try to sleep 
flat on my back, holding my arm down with my other arm as though I was embracing myself.  
 
June 2nd   
 
Just now as I lay with my eyes closed, there was a noise like jingly footsteps approaching the 
bed and the sound of the billiard balls clacking, but I must have imagined this, I would not have 
been able to hear the billiard balls from my side of the building surely? I hate the darkness that 
surrounds me, the darkness within me. I can hear my heart thumping, as the dark red walls 
move, pumping in and out with my breathing. Iõm afraid I will stab myself in my sleep. 
 
June 3rd  
 
I must not speak of my arm, not even to the Doctor. I cannot tell them what my arm is 
becoming. I donõt want to cause everyone further concern. The truth is that whilst I write this I 
am fearful, the darkness is strangling me.  
 
Pills, pills, pillsé I am sick to death of pills. I swallow them like razors, they are blades to cut 
the old me away. Earlier the Doctor asked if I have been writing and I had to  lie, I said no, I 
havenõt been writing. And I havenõt been writing exactly, just this diary, but this isnõt real 
writing is it? Not like the other writing that got me in all this trouble in the first place. I feel bad 
for lying, but I must write all this down because otherwise I wonõt know what I am thinking 
and then how will I know if I am recovering?  
 
Susannah and Pierre want to play tennis but I am sitting in a chair listening to birds. Iõm in the 
garden, in the sunshine, I can see a beautiful reflection there, right by me, the pink roses ripple 
in the surface of the blue swimming pool. I am watching clouds pass through solid roses, I can 
see this, right now, it is beautiful, but I am under glass.  
 
I wish I could be more like Pierre and Susannah, they seem to be having such a gay time of it. I 
can hear them now, laughing like silly idiots, they have lost the tennis ball in the hedge. The 
truth is, I am afraid to play tennis in case I use the wrong arm and slice the tennis ball clean in 
half. 
 
June 4th   
 
Yesterday, I thought I would make some tea in the kitchens for myself. I walked through the 
cool dark billiards room and noticed there was a portrait of a swordsman with a curly dark 
moustache, he looked like a musketeer.  
 
Then I went down the back spira l staircase and from the crooked stone stairs, I could see the 
cook with her heaving bussoms chopping a huge bunch of mint with ferocious and deft speed. 
Her undulating breasts looked heavy and hot. I was too embarrassed to ask her for tea. I 
crouched down  on the step and I watched her chop, chop, chop, as her breasts swayed and 
heaved. I was there for some time and then I saw a man appear. It was the gardener, he put his 
tanned and greasy arms around her waist and kissed her neck. He was naked from the waist 
up. His face was dirty and sweaty. She was flushed and she wriggled, but he persisted pushing 
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himself against her from behind, tickling her red neck with his tongue. I could see him lapping 
the sweat from her skin, it looked like a dirty dogs tongue. He  pushed his hand down the front 
of her blouse as he sucked on her skin. He was caressing her nipple with his eyes closed, he 
groaned and grunted like she was good to taste and his dog tongue kept licking at her throat 
and neck. I imagined he wanted her who le bare bussom in his hands, I think he wished to wet 
her nipple in his spit, to lick and suck them and I held my breath wondering if she would let 
him. But then suddenly she squawked and drew her finger to her mouth. She quickly turned to 
face and scold him, having cut herself with the knife. She sucked her own bloody fingertip. He 
whimpered like a bad little dog as she disappeared further into the kitchen and out of sight. The 
mint leaves were cut so finely. I bet that knife had the sharpest edge.  
 
June 5th 
 
I had a half dream: There was once a duellist and he murdered the two little bird orphans as 
they slept in this very room. The two little girls, they were cousins, but they looked just like 
sisters. I dared not open my eyes as I realised it was not a dream and I could hear the two 
children weeping in the darkness. It was a manõs voice I heard, a slow and rasping whisper la 
mia spada. Then the unsheathing of a sword and I felt the tip of a sharp blade against my throat. 
Suddenly, my own left arm was a b ayonet and it sprang to defend me, jutting out to spear 
whoever was there. I took a breath and opened my eyes but there was nobody there, just a chill 
in the room. I sat upright and alert for hours with my bayonet arm straight out in front of me. It 
was agony and horizontal from my shoulder. I was afraid of slashing myself up in my sleep, I 
wrapped myself in white sheets, holding my bayonet -arm flat with my other arm. I lay flat on 
my back, with my arms folded in front of me like a mummy, keeping my eyes wi de open all 
night to see if someone was coming to hold a sword against my throat again. 
 
June 7th   
 
Sad. I cannot stop crying. I am sitting in the shade of a weeping willow tree. I have been crying 
all morning. I donõt want to have a duel. I donõt want my arm to be so heavy and sharp. And 
the doctor has decided that I will have to sleep in Susannahõs room from now on.  
 
June 8th  
 
This afternoon I played billiards with Pierre. I didnõt win one game though, I was too busy 
keeping an eye on the portrait of the duellist. In the portrait he carries a sword and a similar 
weapon is mounted on the wall. It is in a sheath with a coat of decorate arms on the handle. 
Pierre said it was probably blunt. I thought it looked sharp even inside its sheath, actually I 
believe the correct word is a scabbard. Itõs tarnished with age but magnificent. I think it looks 
like a rapier. A rapier has a cup-shaped hilt and a long slender blade with two sharp cutting 
edges.  
 
June 9th  
 
At dinner I found it very hard to eat, everything  looked very red and bloody tonight. There 
were aubergines in tomatoes, a tuna ragu and raspberries for desert. On the silver service the 
tuna was enormous, as big as a cows head, I felt like I was looking at a slab of whale.  



69 
 

I think it would be such hard  work to hack a full -sized tuna in half wouldnõt it? It would take a 
really strong blade, I think you would have to raise the tool high and bring it down with one 
clean and swift intention. I think you would need a wide flat -edged knife, just like the cooks, 
you would hold it high above your head and bring it crashing clean through the skin and tissue. 
It might be like chopping a cows head off. The blade would have to be acute and well -defined, 
so that it could cut precisely through the flesh and bone. I remember when we visited Valencia 
once, we watched a bull fight and saw the bullõs throat slit, but that was with a stiletto knife. It 
took one swift slick movement and the bullõs blood was dark as red ink, seeping between the 
paving slabs, glistening in the  gritty sand and sunlight.  
 
June 10th  
 
Today I sat by the lake with the tree with the roots like hair and from there I noticed the 
gardener watering the flowers. He was shirtless, dirty and shiny. His nipples were brown and 
hairy. I saw black hair growing on his belly in a line downwards to his  belt and I thought his 
skin would taste like tough roast beef.  
 
I wondered if he would like to lick me like the cook. I lay on my back on the grass and let my 
legs fall open so he would see my sex. There was a breeze on me, cooled by the water, it was 
very pleasant. I thought the gardener would like to see me and come and lick me. I wanted him 
to lick me with his dog tongue. But by the time I opened my eyes again he had turned and 
walked away. I spied him petting the cookõs dog by the kitchen doors and I thought they were 
two stupid dogs with licky tongues and waggy tails.  
 
June 11th  
 
Last night after Susannah fell asleep, I soaked a bed sheet in water, then lay on my bed and 
wrapped it around myself as tightly as I could, binding my whole arm flat to my chest. Then 
using my teeth to hold one corner, I rolled into the sheet. I was bound up like a baby in 
swaddling. It worked because I managed to fall asleep but then the nightmares returned. I 
dreamt about the fairground again, a knife throwers wheel and a woman they sawed in twoéI 
saw inside her insideséI awoke in a sweat and sat bolt upright and found the bloodied bed 
sheet in shreds on the floor. I had cuts all over my legs and torso. I took the ripped sheets and 
crept outside, wrapped them around a rock and sunk it all in the lake. I wouldnõt know how to 
explain to Susannah that I had slashed a sheet in my sleep, I mean, how could I tell anyone that 
I am sure I slashed the sheets up with my own arm?  
 
June 12th   
 
The sword on the wall in the billiards ro om is not blunt otherwise it wouldnõt be a sword it 
would be just a sword -shaped thing, it would be a pancake batter flipper or a palette knife. A 
sword is a sword and by definition it is not blunt. The pen is mightier than the sword. A sword 
is a sword and by definition it cannot help but be sharp. Words that are used sharply and said 
bluntly by definition were intentional. The intention of the sword is not the swords own 
intention but how it was made. Sharp words are intentional for that is how they were made. 
The sword on the wall in the billiards room is not a sword it is a rapier. The pen is mightier than 
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the sword. The blade is sharpened by water and stone. Paper is made of wood. Wood floats on 
water.  Paper wraps stone. Scissors cut paper. Ink and blood stains. Words are swords. 
 
June 16th  
 
I awoke at dawn and crept down to the billiards room to study the painting and the sword for a 
very long time. I decided the painting, the suit of armour and the sword, all three were one and 
the same and owned by the duellist. As I came to this conclusion I sneaked one of Pierreõs 
cigarettes and rolled billiard balls across the table to hear them clack clack in the gloomy 
darkness.  
 
I thought I heard footsteps behind me. My heart thumped in my chest, I was too sca red to turn 
and look. I thought it was the suit of armour moving behind meéthen I heard another step, 
metal spurs on stone. Immediately my arm extended in front of me as I sped out of the garden 
doors to the lake and I leapt into the cold water to safety.  
 
I held my breath and swam underwater through rays of sun making coppery pools of light on 
the mossy lake bed. I dived several times and eventually found the sheet. See! It was all true! I 
found the sheet, ripped to pieces wrapped around a rock. I didnõt dream it the other night, I was 
starting to think I had lost my marbles! Ha! I started to laugh as I gazed upon my blade, rising 
up through the leafy film of the surface of the water. I was a watery ballerina, the lady of the 
lake. I sang to myself, I am Excalibur. I lay on my back with my silvery arm extended into the 
morning light and floated among the lily -pads, watching my blade glinting, and above us, the 
gold and green of back-lit leaves.  
 
Just then Franco appeared in his white gloves carrying the breakfast tables across the lawn to 
the terrace by the pool. Quickly, I got out and sped down a shady winding path, padding wet 
footprints past the pagoda and under the bridge by the crypts. I saw them, I think I saw theméI 
waved good morning to the laughing  bird orphanséI think I saw them there, out of the corner 
of my eye, hiding in the lemon trees. 
 
Grabbing a towel from the fresh stack, I quickly sat on a sun chair and pretended I had swam in 
the proper swimming pool. I rubbed my beautiful arm dry and kep t the towel over my shoulder 
to hide it. Doctor Hesse was first up, he nodded and then unfolded his newspaper and ordered 
coffee.  
 
òYou do look well this morning.ó  
 
Pierre commented as he kissed my forehead and Susannah agreed. I remarked casually, òI got 
up early to swim!ó but whilst I said this I had to quickly wipe some green gooey lake moss off 
my leg.  
 
òDid you swim in your night dress?ó Susannah frowned.  
 
òYes! But the sun is so hot it will dry in a second, look,ó I said, standing and holding it up for 
her to feel for herself, òLook!ó I held my nightdress up so she could see all of my bare legs 
beneath, òLook its dry as a bone!ó I said lifting it high over my stomach, revealing all of myself.   
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òLook!ó I laughed but Susannah didnõt laugh. She just jerked my night dress back down, 
shaking her head.  
 
I had no real appetite but I managed to suck a piece of lemon.  
 
òLook at my yellow sunshine smile!ó I said and then I told them I saw the cook and the 
gardener kissing. Doctor Hesse said that was shocking. Pierre and Susannah smirked. òHe 
licked the cookõs neck like a dog tongue. He licked it with his eyes closed and he sounded like 
this noise, Umm! Ahh! Uh!ó  
 
òThatõs enough now donõt get carried awayó snapped Pierre. 
 
òItõs true! The gardener has a dog-tongue and it licks all over the cookõs sweaty bussom! And it 
makes him make a noise like Uh! Huh! Like bad dogs, lik e when Papa and Aunt Arabella were 
playing dogs together and Papa said Umm! Ahhh! and Aunt Arabella said Oh! yesyesyes!ó  
 
Pierre was furious and I was sent to my room where I am writing this now. Itõs true though, I 
did see papa and Aunt Arabella, we all know itõs true, itõs why Mother went away! I miss 
Mother, none of this would be like this if she was here, sheõd understand everything... 
 
Note: Nobody said a word when I used my erect index finger to cut a slice of lemon. Maybe I 
donõt have to hide it anymore, maybe Pierre, Susannah and Doctor Hesse just donõt say 
anything about my arm so they will not embarrass me - Or they are jealous! 
 
June 20th 
 
I am on the terrace listening to a recording of Wagner. Wagner sounds like a grand man and 
this is a grand place. I am sucking a lemon, I cut it off a tree myself with my own hand. When I 
smile you can see no teeth just yellow smiling. The planet Earth is a huge glowing bouncing 
blue ball careering through the sky, turning somersaults and my heart leaps with eac h tumble 
and flip. The birds sing and I am not afraid or sad anymore, I think I am better. When I read this 
diary back from the first entry I can see how silly I have been. So long as I remember to be very 
careful rubbing my arm dry after bathing it will n ot rust. I have oiled it and I lie here and watch 
it gleam metallic in the sun. My blade is rigid by my side, as loyal and as mighty as a harpoon, 
my cutlass, my very own rapier, we are we.  
 
June 25th   
 
Fifteen today! Happy Birthday! It is also Susannahõs birthday! We even share birthdays, you 
really would think we were twins but sheõs older by exactly a year. We have had double 
birthday fun! The chauffeur took us for a drive us along the beach of Mondello. We looked out 
of the window and there were people  selling gelato on the roadsides and fruit and market stalls. 
We saw a little girl with her father, she lost her balloon as they crossed the busy street ahead, he 
captured her in his arms, scooped up the child and saved the balloon. The traffic had all 
stopped and were all watching the child and her balloon safe in the arms of her Papa in the 
warm Sicilian light. Then we saw a handsome couple sharing a motorbike ride, they kissed 
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when they stopped at the traffic lights. She had her arms around his waist, lo ng flowing black 
hair and naked legs.  
 
At Susannahõs insistence we went to the Palermo Catacombs to see the mummies. The Doctor 
said that I should perhaps wait outside. I said, òIt is my birthday too, you know!ó  
 
Luckily Pierre said I could go in as long  as he took my hand, besides it was too blisteringly hot 
to leave me in the car just like a bad dog.  The hair on my arms stood on end with the chill 
down there and my eyes took a while to adjust to the darkness. The yellowish -grey skeletons 
were dressed in Sunday best with mummified, sour -lemon grimaces, they hung from the back 
of the neck like washing from the walls. I saw babies in crumbling gowns and little girl 
skeletons in pretty rotten ribbons. Their faces twisted as though they were alive when they were 
injected with the veneer and varnish that was pumped into their blood to preserve them. The 
teeth and jaws were clenched tight, the gnarled skulls peering down in top hats and bonnets for 
eternity.  
 
Iõm thinking about today, about the young couple on the motorbike, the girl with the flowing 
hair and how they kissed at the traffic lights and I imagine them preserved and mummified. In 
the catacomb I saw a young couple just like them, dressed for their wedding day, the bride in 
mothy lace and young groom with a dusty bow tie. They are frozen in the first and last kiss, safe 
like the child and the balloon scooped up in the arms of her Papa. Frozen in time, with the 
sound of the Sicilian traffic of the living above them, the sing -song call for gelato, but dead, 
dead cold, and colder than ice-cream. 
 
June 26th    
 
This is a bad day! I have been sent to my room, Pierre is livid and Susannah is crying. When I 
awoke this morning my sheets and bedding were in shreds, bloody and hanging limply in 
ribbons from my bed. My mattress was torn, with gashes and stab holes. I donõt remember a 
thing, I donõt remember what happened this time. I must have fallen into a deep sleep, the first 
deep dreamless sleep since I can remember. I was so happy and sleepy I forgot to bind my arm. 
 
June 32nd   
 
Apparently someone killed the cooks dogéit stabbed the dog in the neck eight timesélike 
thiséstabéstab stabéstab stab stabéstab stab. 
 
June 34th     
 
Doctor Hesse says I didnõt slash my bed open with my arm, heõs says I need to sleep more, he 
doesnõt understand. He gives me more pills and needles and they make me sleep so heavily itõs 
not my fault. If my arm didnõt stab the mattress, if my arm didnõt slash the sheets and if my arm 
didnõt rip the pillows open, then whose arm did? I donõt think it was Pierreõs arm or Susannahõs 
arm and Doctor Hesseõs arm certainly didnõt do it, then whose arm did? My arm! Thatõs whose 
arm! Weõll simply just have to be more careful. Every night we must remember to bind 
ourselves up very tight and snug befor e the pills work and the sleep comes. We have been 
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thinking about varnishing the sheetsésome glue is clearly neededéwe must enquire with 
Franco where to purchase some varnish like they use on mummies.  
 

*** 
 
La mia spada. Look. Let us take in this scene - this resplendent table with the roasted bird, the 
candlelight and the yellow smiles of the rigid guests at this grand feast. In the distance the 
mountains are purple on the skyline beyond the palm trees. The moon is rising, almost full. The 
Wagner is a scratched record. She is pouring red wine into eight glasses, listen to her: 
 
òCook. one. Franco. two. Gardener. three. Pierre. four. Susannah. five. Doctor Hesse. six. Me 
makes seven and one for you, that is eight! For me? Yes, you! Why you are too kind!ó 
 
The girl looks below the table cloth. We know she hasnõt the strength to control it. La mia spada, 
stocco. The blade has its own intention, tap, tap, tapping at the under-side of the table. She sits 
on her left hand but she cuts her thigh on its razor edge. There is blood seeping through her 
white pyjamas, can you hear her? 
 
òéand Cook with your big bussoms, do you want them licked? Gardener, please do lick the 
cooks nipples whenever you like wonõt you? Come on Gardener, lick, lick, lick! Now we wonõt 
make a fuss and spoil dinner, says Pierre, no Pierre, I promise to be so good Pierre. I will be just 
like Susannah. Everybody says we are just like sisters, donõt they Susannah, Yes they do donõt 
they, but we are only cousins, now arenõt we? Only cousins really? Really? Are we or are we 
more than cousins when my Papa is your Papa and your mother is a naughty doggy to her own 
sister? Doctor Hesse, why you are frowning? Cheer up doc, this is a party to celebrate! You 
cured me Doctor, see? I laugh like the little dog laughed to see such fun, the little dog laughed 
to see such fun and the dish ran away with the knife! Ha ha! See I am all better! We can relax 
now, we think of nothing but nice pretty things that suit a lady. We do not write anything, no 
more writing fo r a nice girl. Weõll have a lovely party? Isnõt Wagner wonderful? Everybody 
loves Wagner? Be careful or Franco will shoo you away like a bad dogéOh what a messéó 
 
She tries to hold the rapier back, it is bayoneting and slicing the air. They are mannequins glued 
in their seats, their eyes bulge with yellow. She intends to control it, she will turn it onto herself, 
but it is not hers to will and she is never strong enough, la mia spada. 
 
It is night. She is alone in the pagoda, she whispers to herself, òA sword is a sword and by 
definition it is not bluntéó She can see everything clearly from there. She can see you, little bird 
orphans, scampering in the shadows, hide and seek, little bird orphans, hide and seek, she will 
seek and join you soon enough. The palm trees moan and rustle and there is a full moon above. 
The black walls of the crypt rot and drip below. She sucks lemons from this bloody garden. She 
can smell the scent of night blooms, magnolias, jasmine. She can hear cicadas.  
 
And now, she can hear my footsteps, my spurs. The rope bridge sways with my weight and 
armour. She will swallow the sword whole. I will retrieve what is mine. The sharp point presses 
against her throat. In one trembling bloody hand she holds a diary and pen, whilst her other 
hand is mine, her left arm is my rapier, la mia spada, glinting in the cold, blue moonlight.  
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It was in the Final City that the Assassin met the Burning Man. There was no dramatic prelude 

to the event; it just happened, like the sort of casual encounter you, the reader, have every day 

with strangers in supermarkets or bars. It was in fact in a bar that it occurred.  

 

The Burning Man was seated at a small round table at the rear of the room. Although there was 

plenty of empty seating space around him, people shunned his company; a large area of 

unoccupied chairs ringed him about. The Assassin wondered how he had managed to get 

served, if this indeed was the effect he had on the clientele.  
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The Burning Man was notably small; probably no more than 5õ4ó but the space he seemed to 

inhabit was far larger ð maybe this was the cause for his exclusion. Aside from his chalk white 

skin, the man was jet black, as though he had been dipped into an oil slick. Every garment the 

man wore was of Erebus, his hair and eyebrows (inverted Vs) were unnaturally black and he 

puffed on a long black liquorice cheroot.  

 

As he approached the table, the Burning Man looked up, a bored expression on his face, as 

though heõd been expecting this encounter for some very long time.  

 

òThe only person unfortunate enough to share the oppressive limitat ions of this banal, atrocious 

ð and ultimately futile  ð temporal dimension with me is looking so wonderfully beautiful today. 

There are no words I know in this language  ð or any other of which I am aware  ð to express the 

infinite sadness that inspires in the shallow toxic pond that has replaced my soul.ó 

 

The Assassin spun a chair inversely and sat on it.  

 

òMy friend, I think we are in Ratõs Alley, where the dead men lost their bones.ó 

 

The Burning Man gazed at him, crystallised time lingering at the corners of his eyes like antique 

confectioneries: Spangles, Pear Drops and Bulls Eyes. When he spoke it was as if a multitude of 

geological strata and shale pressed on his every word.  

 

òEverybody's angry ð and hardly anyoneõs talking ð with me these days. I realise itõs my own 

fault. It makes me feel like Iõm re-li ving the 1970s again ð the oppressive despair and inchoate 

hostility exerting its own baleful gravity. But then I was young and beautiful  ð in a cheap punk 

rentboy kind of way ...  Now just an old, ugly, half -mad/half -insane failure. Whose round is it 

now? ... Not mine already ...ó 

 

The Assassin gestured to the barman, clicked his fingers. Behind the bar he spied a shifting 

cascade of colours and shapes, like a film or painting left too long in a store-room, starting to 

run. He shifted his gaze away hurriedl y in case it began to look like something familiar. That 

was the last thing he wanted to face today.  

 

òYou know what ... When your lungs are failing , well you  feel like you wanna fuck ...  who ... 

exactly ...ó 

 

The Burning Man wasnõt even looking at him. He had a sudden impulse to grab him by the 

lapels and shake him, make him acknowledge his objective existence, but he decided that the 

Burning Man was too far sunken into his solipsism for anything to get through  any more. Better 

to treat him like an Oracle and get whatever shards of information from him that he could. The 

barman appeared at his elbow, two long glasses of absinthe in his hand. The Assassin smiled at 

the man and felt he maybe recognised him. Something about the scar on his neck rang a dismal 

bell.  
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òJug jug, jug jug, jug jug.ó said the Assassin, running his forefinger along the inside of the manõs 

wrist. The man looked down at him blankly and parted his lips slightly. Something chitinous 

and unmenti onable seemed to squirm just behind his teeth. The Assassin shivered and looked 

to The Burning Man for relief.  

 

òWhen it becomes so enervated ... I have the rats here for company ... I feed them ...sometimes I 

kill them. I cut and burn m yself because it changes me. Itõs like a Eucharist. I cut and burn 

myself and fuck with language .. . For a while ... But you know, my friend , Iõm old now ... I just  

think ... What the fuck ... Itõs all over for me ... Itõs all over,ó he said, leaning forward. For the 

first time since the Assassin had entered the bar, the man looked animated.  

 

òThe tyranny of the masses, I support as the will of the people who have been oppressed and 

exploited ... We in our nature naturally resist the oppression of a ruling class whose privilege is 

based upon oppression ... Therefore all terror and violence is justified to free those locked in 

oppression mandated by the terror of the rulers ... They have abdicated their morality .. . We, as 

revolutionaries, reclaim that right .ó 

 

The manõs hair was cut short back and sides but incredibly long on top, such that it stood him a 

good nine inches taller. With each syllabic emphasis, the follicles quivered with oracular 

portent.  

 

òLovely ... Itõs a very broad and forgiving church our he resy ... Itõs great to have you aboard. 

Money is the creation of the Judeo-Christian god  ð so terrified of actual genital stimulation He 

had to transfer it to the anal drive ... evacuate or retain. Itõs all we do with money  ð save or 

spend. In other words money is shit. The heresy is that shit is the medium of Satan. Nein! 

Neine, ich sprake. Saint Stalin said òa single death is a tragedy ... a million merely a statisticó 

That is an article of faith in our church in the heart of the abyss. Funny, no?ó 

 

He sank back in his chair, seemingly exhausted by his outpourings, teeth chattering, nails 

clawing furrows into the varnish on the table top. A thin trickle of saliva made its w ay from the 

corner of his mouth .  

 

òAnd while weõre at it letõs deal with the lives unworthy of life or the useless eaters ... I brought 

this up with the doctors I see ... but they canõt quite see the point ... they must obviously prefer a 

world choked up on its own excrement  ... If the Department of Work and Pensions sent me a 

letter today that essentially said òMr Shit we have decided you are a useless eater and we have 

created hospitals where we euthanize cunts like you ... Make yourself available within the next 

two weeks ...ò I would be so happy ...ó 

 

Outside a clamour had begun, at first distant then rising until the bulls -eye panes of the bar 

shook and rattled like a whoreõs teeth. Mingled shouts of joy and excitement and mortal terror 

assailed the Assassinõs delicate ears. He realised he had an erection. Without thinking he half 
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rose from his seat. The Burning Man shot out a hand, gnarled as a chicken claw and twice as 

cold as a witchõs tit.  

 

òItõs the Festival of Wasps. How nice. ó 

 

The Assassin slipped his gun from his long coat. The mêlée drew closer making his joints ache 

with killing lust. The occupants of the bar had all made their way to the windows their faces 

pushed up against the glass like great white slugs, onion breath fogging the panes.  

 

òDonõt look up!ó cried a fat man reeling away holding his eyes. Blood trickled between the 

fingers of his hand. òItõs the Lamb! The Lamb is outside.ó 

 

The Assassin backed away. 

 

òSigns are taken for wonders. We would see a sign! A word within a word, unable to speak a 

word.ó 

 

He rounded on the Burning Man.  

 

òOut Brothers. All out! Anyone here for the Plains of Lethe? Anyone here for the Ass Clippings?  

For Cerberus Park? Taenarus? Crow Station?ó  

 

The Burning Man stood, wobbly as a camel with its throat newly slit in a Turkish market place. 

He raised one hand and pointed the finger at the Assassin.  

 

òEven when you start out with nothing, itõs quite astounding how much you still have left to 

throw away. Itõs that flawed dialectic that seduced the poor into being so easily seduced into a 

form of complicit slavery ... masturbating their rosaries over the pornographic image of the 

significantly naked and androgynous image of the tortured and crucified Chr ist ... Now thereõs 

something we can all enjoy ...ó 

 

He belched noisily, then added as though an afterthought, òAnd then I woke up to find JFK in 

the shower ... and thank Christ it was all just a horrible dream  ...ò 

 

The Assassin gripped him by the scruff of his neck and hauled him towards the back door. 

Behind him people began to scream almost musically, plucking the l iving raw eyes from their 

own heads. The Burning Man however was laughing like a cunt.  

 

They emerged into a cobbled street reeking of piss and hops and the Assassin propelled them 

both along alleyways and streets until the noise was little more than a mem ory. Looking up he 

found they stood beneath Nicholas Hawksmoreõs Christ Church. How had they reached 

Spittalfields so abruptly?  
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Christopher Wren is remembered as the chief architect of modern London, but his assistant 

Nicholas Hawksmoor towers above him in occult circles thanks to his twelve churches built in 

accordance with the 1711 Act. These made a break from the traditional Gothic style and 

introduced a new and alien geometric vocabulary of obelisks, pyramids and cubes. His 

supposedly morbid interest  in pagan cultures and pre-Christian worship helped much to 

darken his reputation.  

 

Hawksmoorõs churches were based on a layout of intersecting axes and rectangles, which he 

described as being based on the òrules of the Ancientsó. His work borrows from Egypt, Greece 

and Rome ð all revered by the Freemasons ð and often in a grand manner. The nave of St 

Georgeõs Bloomsbury church is a perfect cube, with a tower in the shape of a pyramid. Seven of 

the keystones are decorated with flames, the eighth bears the Hebrew name of God inside a 

triangular plaque surrounded by a sunburst; the symbolism of this is obscure.   

 

Hawksmoorõs St Mary Woolnoth is based on the idea of a cube within a cube. This has 

represented the squaring of the circle from ancient times, which takes us back to the ideal 

proportions of Leonardoõs Vitruvian Mané and, of course, the Freemasons. 

 

But it is the alignment of Hawksmoorõs churches as much as their architecture that provoked 

speculation, starting with the writer Iain Sinclairõs book-length prose-poem Lud Heat  in 1975 

which described how Hawksmoorõs churches form regular triangles and pentacles, and òguard, 

mark or rest uponó the cityõs sources of occult power. Sinclair even provided maps to prove the 

alignments, which were allegedly a clear sign of Hawksmoorõs true Satanic affiliation. 

 

Sinclair was the first to connect Hawksmoorõs churches with some of the most shocking crimes 

in Londonõs history; the now largely forgotten Ratcliffe Highway murders of 1811 and Jack the 

Ripperõs killing spree in 1888. Sinclair suggested that the malign influence of Christ Church, 

Spitalfields, was so great that even a century later it attracted dark acts of violence to its vicinity.  

 

The theme was later taken up in Peter Ackroydõs novel Hawksmoor  in 1985, which switched 

between the rebuilding of London after the Great Fire and a modern serial killer case. Ackroyd, 

a great scholar of London, playfully named his modern detect ive Hawksmoor, while the bookõs 

17th-century architect was Nicholas Dyer.   

 

The Burning Man gazed up and spread his arms out perpendicular to his body.  

 

òIts value ð the soul, I mean ð is that it wounds so easily and heals only with the greatest of care 

beyond the materilaist dreams of medicine and the empirical heresy of science. I wonder if it õs 

possible to open oneõs wrists with Occamõs Razor. After all, viewed from a certain philosophical 

perspective, there is something eminently logical about suicide as the most obvious and simple 

solution to the intractable problem we call òlifeó that completely satisfies the unimaginative 

criterion of Occamõs over-used and over-rated hypothesis. Oh dear, another long dark tea-time 

of the soul beckons ...That is so beautiful in its nihilistic sense ... Everyone wants to give up ð so, 
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what the fuck ...let ôem ... I think youõre better than that. And anyway think about it ... without 

the Mad Hatter and Alice there is none of this beautiful, surreal lovely life ...ó  

 

As they looked up at the facade of the building, the Assassinõs consciousness became 

downloaded with a flooding of data from his transtemporal selves in which the cubes and 

triangles formed by Hawksmoorõs erections took on the semblance of a living beating organism, 

flayed and exposed. A vast Meat Cathedral, engulfed beneath tides of history and its flotsam 

and jetsam of equally meaningful and meaningless ideologies. 

 

The Burning Man extended his right hand palm downwards and took a faltering step towards 

the shimmering edifice. In a cracked voice he began to intone, òI was then brought a w hite beast 

which is called al -Buraq, bigger than a donkey and smaller than a mule. Its stride was as long as 

the eye could reach. I was mounted on it, and then we went forth till we reached the lowest 

heaven. Gabriel asked for the (gate) to be opened, and it was said: Who is he?  

 

He replied: Gabriel. It was again said: Who is with thee? He replied: Muhammad (may peace be 

upon him). It was said: Has he been sent for? He (Gabriel) said: Yes. He (the Prophet) said: Then 

(the gate) was opened for us (and it was said): Welcome unto him! His is a blessed arrival. Then 

we came to Adam (peace be upon him). And he (the narrator) narrated the whole account of the 

hadith. (The Holy Prophet) observed that he met Jesus in the second heaven, Yahya (peace be 

on both of them) in the third heaven, Y usuf in the third, Idris in the fourth, Harun in the fifth 

(peace and blessings of Allah be upon them).  

 

Then we travelled on till we reached the sixth heaven and came to Moses (peace be upon him) 

and I greeted him and he said: Welcome unto righteous brother and righteous prophet. And 

when I passed (by him) he wept, and a voice was heard saying: What makes thee weep? He 

said: My Lord, he is a young man whom Thou hast sent after me (as a prophet) and his 

followers will enter Paradise in greater numbers than  my followers. Then we travelled on till 

we reached the seventh heaven and I came to Ibrahim. He (the narrator) narrat -ed in this hadith 

that the Prophet of Allah (may peace be upon him) told that he saw four rivers which flowed 

from (the root of the lote -tree of the farthest limits): two manifest rivers a nd two hidden rivers. I 

said: ôGabriel! what are these rivers? He replied: The two hidden rivers are the rivers of 

Paradise, and as regards the two manifest ones, they are the Nile and the Euphrates. 

 

Then the Bait-ul -Maõmur was raised up to me. I said: O Gabriel! what is this? He replied: It is 

the Bait-ul -Maõmur. Seventy thousand angels enter into it daily and, after they come out, they 

never return again. Two vessels were then brought to me. The first one contained wine and the 

second one contained milk, and both of them were placed before me. I chose milk. It was said: 

You did right. Allah will guide rightly through you your Ummah on the natural course. Then 

fifty prayers daily were made obligatory for m e. And then he narrated the rest of the hadith to 

the end.ó 

 



80 
 

The Assassin kicked him in the seat of the pants. The would-be prophet sprawled among 

discarded polystyrene food cartons from KFC and McDõs. When he rounded on the Assassin 

(doubled over in laugh ter) a piece of lettuce had lodged itself on one of his Totenkopf shirt 

buttons. His eyes spat black sparks. 

 

òYouõre a useless piece of lying fucking cunt shit ... You fucking kike ... I wasted my time on a 

fucking subhuman cunt like you ... ó 

 

The Assassin smiled, a thin crescent of deadly silver needles. He pushed his hands through his 

thick greasy hair.  

 

òYou know what I want! Hahahahaha! I wanna talk to Samson! Fly me to the moon like that bitch 

Ali ce Kramden! ôCause itõs hard being black and gifted! ...ó 

 

For a second the Burning Man seemed slightly nonplussed. He sat back on the ground, his 

palms splayed out to either side. For just a second it looked like he was going to cry. Reaching 

into the breast pocket on his black shirt he pulled out a comb and ran it through the towering 

quiff of his hair which remained quivering for seconds after the comb had been replaced. He 

sighed. 

 

òThe famous Meat Cathedral, a giant pulsating living walled architectural wonder, went 

bankrupt and was sold.  It came down because competing sets the ultimate Christian òtruthó. 

There were two  factions within the family of the founder, Rudolf Höss.   We learn this from one 

of the family members who wrote about it recently.  

 

In one camp were the budget hawks who wanted the churchõs salaries reduced, including those 

of the family members, to make the finances work.  The other camp wanted to keep their high 

salaries and believed the budget would be balanced through prayer. 

 

The òprayeró faction believed it was more òanointed by Godó than was the fiscal hawk faction.  

Having  a superior understanding of Godõs intentions guided them to remove the fiscal 

hawks from the Board of Directors.  It then failed.  

 

Dozens of Christian churches close their doors every month in the U. S.  New ones open up.  

What determines the survivors is their ability to pay their bills, not their skills or intellect in 

interpreting the Bible. The faithõs ability to survive over these past 1,000 plus years is a tribute 

to the fluidity of its tenets.   It  has changed to accommodate cultural changes. Its future depends 

on the ability to change as fast as the culture around it changes.  Apparently, in Europe it has 

lost ground.  

 

The Meat Cathedral story illustrates that theological certainty and rigid beliefs can be a fa tal 

flaw.    Starting new churches with new denominations  more in turn to social change seems 

to work better than trying to change to old ones.ó 
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The Assassin leaned in on the Burning Man 

 

òItõs what lies beneath that makes my pulse quicken little chicken. The wildest of us are not 

necessarily the most blind ...ó 

 

The Burning Manõs eyes slowly narrowed and his face split into a conspiratorial grin.  

 

òThe genuine and authentic madman is a voice of reality of a kind these abusers of women and 

of children ... itõs no accident ... psychiatrists or the police say òwe canõt take this shit from you 

anymore ... all this shouting and screaming ... all that blood ð is it your blood? Should we call an 

ambulance? I think what you said back there was bril liant ... I possess nothing ..... nothing ... 

 

Itõs funny when you spend time with psychiatrists etc ... like the lovely Ronald David Laing 

never existed ... (funnily enough I go to the place he used to work ð and the shrink fucking hates  

me now ... hahaha) I think youõve got it going on there though ...ó 

 

The Assassin leaned in closer, his breath smelled of aniseed. 

 

òSO this city exists still? And the Man Iõm looking for? He still lives?ó 

 

The Burning Man heaved himself up, directly from a seated position to an upright o ne; like a 

puppet whose strings had just been jerked.  

 

òI say and I repeat, as the more formal and more permanent: Yes Caverns (of Deros) EXIST. They are 

incredibly extensive, so together with their total population (if there were not already so many dead!) 

could be thousands of times the population of the Earthõs surface, and all because caves are staged in large 

numbers. The caves are connected by wide highways cut into the rock hard on thousands of miles. The 

whole interior of the Earth is a vast complex network of tunnels linking thousands of caves, each as large 

as the big cities in our area, and some so large they could make New York look insignificant. The one you 

seek is below.ó  

 

With this the Burning Man stood abruptly and walked away from the  Assassin towards the 

glistening edifice of the pulsating building. He turned back and only his eyes and his teeth 

shone whitely against his black emaciated silhouette. 

 

òMy life really is complicated despite what  Shakespeare and God say. And Iõm crazy and I save 

a cup of tea for the silly little man that failed to redeem  all of our souls... Mad? 

 

Inspiring or despairing? I think itõs a case of òyou say potayto/I say say potaretoó in the end. 

Despair and inspiration seem to be the beautiful/ugly sisters of a philosophical dialectic whose 

final synthesis is art (at best) and politics (at worst) ... and occasionally the art and politics 

conspire to express the absolute worst of what weõre capable of as a species. 
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After several weeks of comparative rationality  and general lucidity ... well, it seems Humpty 

Dumpty took a big fall ... again...ó 

 

He turned as curls and swi rls of light seemed to lap around his feet. Smoke poured from his 

extended fingertips as he rose off the ground slowly like some rosy crucifixio n ascending on a 

tide of his own self -imagined persecution. The Assassin reached out towards him his mouth 

open in a silent shout but the Burning Man had begun to spin. As a wind of rotting metal hit the 

Assassin full on in the face he heard strained last words... 

 

òNo. NO. NO! Devil man! Devil 6 -6-6, the mark of the beast! No! Naughty! Naughty jungle of 

love! You guys gotta get me out of here! Thereõs this guy Nasty Nate who wants my cocktail 

fruit, and everyone here likes fresh fish! Then The Squirrel Master came out of left field and told 

me Iõm his bitch!ó 

 

Then the Burning Man vanished in an implosion of burning confectionery, melting toffee and 

seared liquorice, leaving nothing but the smouldering stub of a black cheroot on the pavement.  

 

òFuck!ó spat the Assassin. òCheque please!ó   
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LEGACY  
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òThis is serious.ó Dave Bowles, was speaking, his creased, haggard face showing fifty shades of 

grey. He paused, partly for effect, partly at a loss for words. No -one else spoke.  

  

The BBC News Groupõs Chief Operating Officer scanned the faces of the executives around the 

table. Some shuffled in their seats. Someone coughed. One anxiously eyed his Blackberry. 

  

òReally seriousó, Bowles reiterated. He sighed deeply. 

  

Several junior execs leaned awkwardly to one side or the other. One adjusted his tie and then 

his collar, perspiration visibly beading on his high forehead. Another sniffed and checked his 

iPhone nervously. 

  

Agitated, Bowles began to stoke things up. òSince the end of the Olympics, our ratings have 

slumped. Why? Because with the Olympics we had rolling news 24/7, we were the channel of 

the Olympics. The nationõs broadcaster, uniting the nation in its support for our sportsmen and 

women, putting London back on the world map, and for all the right reasons, showing that 

Britain truly is great!ó  

  

His colleagues looked around uncomfortably, unmoved by Daveõs attempt at stirring 

patriotism. Nevertheless, he needed to bring it down.  

  

òBut now, itõs back to business as usual. Weõre in the business of broadcasting news. Weõve 

given the people the feelgood feeling, lifted them up, buoyed them and boosted morale. But 

now we need to get back to the task of reminding them life isnõt all fun and games, and putting 

real life back right into their faces. But we need to drag them back to reality. And we need more 

than just odds and sods like the occasional stabbing or bent politician being forced to resign.ó  

  

Bowles caught the penetrating fixed glare of a woman in a pristine charcoal skirt suit and cream 

blouse. Hayley Boardoney, the News Director was his superior, and her annual remuneration 

package of over £350,000 ð almost a third more than his own salary package ð reminded him of 

this. He resented her deeply for it, but above all, he feared her for it. He knew that if he didnõt 

deliver, it would be his head that rolled first. She should have been chairing this meeting, Dave 

thought petulantly, or not have bothered attending at all but instead she was only sitting in and 

observing, making the occasional interjection. Those interjections werenõt constructive input or 

ideas, of course, but simply management bromides and pep-phrases to encourage the downbeat 

staff seated around the table to get lively. 

  

Dick Drakins, Controller, Strategy, News and Audio & Music shrugged, keeping his eyes firmly 

on the table in front of him.  
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Bowles surveyed the room again. 

 

òLook, we need ideas. We need action. We need news!ó 

 

òWell, itõs been 15 years since Princess Dianaõs death...ó proffered one exec sporting a greying 

goatee and pinstripe suit, before Dave shot him down.  

  

òOld news. Yes, a short series of retrospective pieces, digging out some archive footage, but no. 

Any coverage we do wil l be swamped with the full -length documentaries on all of the other 

channels. C4 have got something big lined up, and Five have a big conspiracy special.ó 

  

Janine Baker, Controller of Production cleared her throat. òI just canõt help thinking that weõve 

run out of news,ó she declared hesitantly. òLike, thatõs it. Itõs all been done. Weõve done all the 

war coverage we possibly can, everyoneõs tired of a weary-looking correspondent in a bombed -

out corner of some desert. The expenses scandal and phone hacking scandal and Levison 

Enquiry gave us something new for a while, but now the press is scared to cover anything 

remotely risky....ó 

  

Drakins raised his heavy head and from hooded eyes croaked boredly, òJanine might have a 

point. Basically, itõs all been downhill since Raol Moat. The 2011 riots were good for a couple of 

weeks, but Sky battered us with the coverage on that. It was as if they knew where the action 

was going to be, they were always ahead ð of the rioters and of us. If I didnõt know better Iõd 

say they organised it....ó 

  

òPlease, thereõs nothing to be gained from speculation and conspiracy theory,ó Hayley 

Boardoney interjected icily. òWhat we need now is a plan going forward, not conjecture over 

the past.ó 

  

òSorry.ó Dick paused, glancing down again, avoiding eye contact. 

  

òLook, can we focus on the task at hand?ó said Boardoney authoritatively.  

  

Paul Cassocks, Director of Global News sighed. A grey man in a grey suit cleared his throat. 

  

òI think weõre all agreed that the Olympics gave us something unique and a real edge. It was a 

boon. But now thatõs tapered off, we need to look at the legacy weõre left with...ó 

  

òIsnõt that it?ó piped up Drakins. òThe legacy? There was so much talk of the legacy in the 

build -up to justify the expenditure  of some £9 billion in the middle of the worst recession in 

living memory, I donõt see why we canõt return our focus to that. Rather than hitting the 

viewers with streaming doom and gloom to strike fear into their hearts in order to maintain 

interest and ratings, why not remind them on a constant basis that theyõve never had it so good? 

Isnõt that an equally powerful diversion? The same principle, just the opposite kind of 

psychology, right?ó 
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Bowles turned to him, mixed emotions crossing his weary feature s. òItõs got potential...ó he 

began before Boardoney cut him dead. 

 

òNo.ó 

 

òNo?ó 

 

òItõs just not potent enough. Besides, the legacy hasnõt exactly lived up to expectations so far. 

Tourismõs slumped, business isnõt booming, the regeneration of the temporary sites has 

stalled... If you think the torch relay and the jubilee was difficult to present appealingly... what 

Iõm saying is that even we might struggle to sell the legacy right now. We need to draw 

attention away from it, at least until we can gauge the wider sentiment.ó 

  

òRight,ó nodded Cassocks.  

  

òBut what does that leave us?ó asked Janine Baker, flustered. 

  

Her voice lowered, a sound like glass, Boardoney fixed her stare. òWhat we need is a disaster.ó 

 

**** 

 

Outside on the streets, the damp September morning mist hung heavy over the Thames. The 

water was dark, murky and sluggish, reflecting the densely clouded sky above and the 

atmosphere that clung to the damp, drab city as it crept inexorably from a dismal summer into 

an equally gloomy autumn. Aft er weeks of heavy rainfall in the catchment areas of the riverõs 

many tributaries, the river is swollen. Full to within a few inches of the tops of its banks, it 

swirled with powerful currents that whirled like a slowly simmering beer wort. The riverside 

paths, which only weeks before had been crawling with countless bodies, joggers and cyclists 

and dog walkers, were completely deserted.  

  

While the treacle-like surface of the broiling water may have made any kind of boating activity 

difficult anyway, ther e was no sign of there being any interest in taking to the water. Like the 

banks which contained the foreboding mass of dark liquid that slowly bubbled, thick and 

viscous, the riverõs course had been clogged with hectic human activity, canoes and kayaks of 

all colours and sizes. Instead, the stripped trunk of a fallen tree, half-submerged and resembling 

a skulking crocodile, slowly made its way downstream.  

  

A cool yet clammy breeze funnelled along the banks of the watercourse, whipping up some 

small but choppy waves on the dense, puckered surface as it swirled and eddied under and 

over itself with a menacing, brooding latent violence. The air movement propell ed floating 

debris ð crisp packets, polystyrene cups and food cartons in different directions, flitting across 

the bulging surface contra to the colliding currents.  

  

Along the glistening, rain -soaked tarmac pavements that lined the river, soggy clumps of litter 

lay, slowly degenerating. Same as ever, only now the discarded waxed wrappers from 
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McDonaldsõ burgers, card containers for french fried and grease-liner brown paper bags bearing 

the ubiquitous double -arch yellow logo lay over a foot deep. Tall cups with straws protruding 

from their plastic caps scuttled along in the breeze, clattering against more plastic bottle bearing 

various logos denoting numerous brands of protein shakes and energy drinks ð predominantly 

Lucozade ð strewn amidst the inevitable drift of empty Coke cans. Wrappers from cereal bars 

and glucose tablets also littered the silent streets. Amongst the smaller detritus of human 

existence lay abandoned nearly-new trainers. Expensive brands, such as Nike, Asics and 

Adidas, the treads still barely scuffed, the dazzling white uppers pristine, the interiors with 

barely a trace of wear or foot odour. Leaning against lamp-posts, trees and simply lying on the 

pavements and cycle tracks, thrown down recklessly and left, racer bikes, shiny and witho ut so 

much as a hint of rust, clutter the landscape. Whereas before these items would have been 

swiped by opportunists and committed criminals even when locked, now, they simply cluttered 

the deserted thoroughfares.  

  

Crumpled and soggy amidst the detritu s, a poster of Jessica Ennis, faded and torn lies limp on 

the ground, her revered washboard stomach reduced to sagging pulp.  

  

Closer investigation reveals the streets arenõt entirely devoid of human life: sprawled on 

benches and slumped against the trunk of the occasional tree, a desiccated husk of a human 

form, drained of life and colour so as to blend in with the murky monochrome background. 

Where once these people had been driven, spurred toward self-improvement, their respiratory 

and central nervous systems had simply given out, leaving them immobile, ruined, expended. 

Lying limp, some of these once vital life forms were already dead and decaying, their ossified 

remains slowly becoming integrated into wood of the trees and the benches. Others were still 

alive, or, more accurately, continuing to exist. Empty, hollow and permanently incapacitated, 

they wouldnõt last long, but for now they remained, flaccid and inert, in some blank boneless 

limbo. It wasnõt supposed to be like this, many had thought as had found themselves slumped 

and incapable of movement before their brains, like their now wasted limbs, had begun to 

atrophy. Now, days, even weeks later, they had reached a fully vegetative state, and no doubt 

would have willed for the end to arrive swiftly  had they still possessed the capacity to will 

anything.  

  

The thick, acrid tang of decay permeated the air where the corpses and demi-corpses were 

strewn, and grass and other weeds had suddenly sprung through every last crack in the 

formerly well -maintain ed pathways. Fronds and roots were bursting through the ruptured 

surfaces of the bitumen and spaces between paving slabs. Dandelions, bindweed, thistles, 

nettles, plantain, hogweed, even knotweed had taken hold and were all now thriving.  

  

In their station s, the police sat, motionless, staring blankly at the walls. A stifling ennui had 

settled over the force. No longer required to shepherd visitors to the city between various 

locations, and with national security no longer at a constant buzz of red alert, t here was simply 

nothing for them to do. Street crime was at an all-time low: the streets were practically deserted. 

There was no-one to commit crime, no-one to mug or stab or abduct. Meanwhile, the threat of 

terrorist attacks was at its lowest in over a decade. With nothing to police and nothing to 
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protect, there was simply nothing for them to do. Consequently, the officers were slowly 

coming to resemble the former exercise fanatics, cycling celebrities, stars of track and field and 

other sporting legends lying limp on the streets outside. Limp and lifeless, they slumped in 

their seats, at their desks and over the station counters. 

  

Each of the army barracks were deserted, as silent as the streets outside: the troops had returned 

to war, the remainder on leave or discharged. There simply wasnõt the need to maintain such 

large numbers of personnel. There wasnõt the need for anything. No-one came, no-one went. 

No-one cared. Where tensions had previously run high, there was now simply an absence that 

filled the airless atmosphere. The airwaves hummed with nothing but empty static. There were 

no threats to security, there was simply no mov ement beyond that of litter like tumbleweeds 

skittering down the empty, windswept streets under steely -grey Autumn skies.  

 

The city was in rapid decline, and as clouds gathered over the barren, abandoned construction 

sites, a crushing stasis had descended and there was nothing to be done about it. 

  

It was all over. 
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TO EAT THE SKY LIKE AN APPLE  
 

(EXCERPT) 
 

By Craig Woods  
 

Images © Sarah Amy Fishlock  
 
Yes! I Am a Long Way From Home  

 

The old burghõs western perimeter perches on a forest-fringed hill flanked by grey stone slopes. 

A marginal district of faded grey tenements and somnolent industrial buildings. Weathered 

windows, blinded here and there beneath plywood patches, survey the steel snail -trails of the 

train tracks below. Nature adds its own incongruous garnish; weeds and shrubs stretching 

defiant fronds skyward from concrete orifices. The bitter smell of grimy Clyde waters blends 

alchemically with pervasive distillery scents. Amidst stockades of graffi ti -cloaked walls and 

rusted mesh fences the tenements stand as rugged sentinels, slate brows furrowed in silent 

conference. 

 Within this modest quarter on the cold black morning of Sunday 4th of January 1998, I 

met a girl who could eat the sky.  

 She emerged as a beacon in the frozen dawn. Her face, impossibly pale, blazed 

phosphorescently among the rusted bins and unkempt foliage of the courtyard. Startled by this 

apparition, I dropped the bag of refuse I had carried from the apartment and emitted a gasp; m y 

shock piercing dead air like a pellet shot through a frozen lake. Two glistening aqueous bulbs 

rolled deep in the girl õs eye-sockets to address me. She stared unblinking and silent as I stood 

prone; paralysed by this illogical invasion of my morning õs solitary routine. An audible tremor 

brewed in my stomach, an aftershock of that morning õs earlier diarrhoea ordeal. Having as yet 

neglected to make an appointment with a doctor, the root cause of the troubling and 

increasingly severe bowel symptoms I had been experiencing in recent weeks remained 

nameless, but this visceral growl seemed to announce the stranger spectacularly, as though the 

preceding paroxysms had served as the beat for her fanfare to dance upon. 

 I did not know this girl, had never seen her b efore. She was not from the 

neighbourhood. Scanning her diminutive form --twin moons of her eyes glowing wide and 

luminous, bony bare knees huddled to a birdlike chest -- I struggled for some clue as to her 

manifestation here behind my home. Having been rai sed in the local area, I had long been 

regaled and had regaled others with the popular tales of escapees from the nearby mental 

hospital. In each of these mainly apocryphal fables a lost and nameless soul would materialise 

with all the conspicuousness of an alien visitor and embark on a small adventure comprising 

some or all of a select set of behaviours; haranguing locals with cryptic declarations of 

impending doom or rapture; wreaking antisocial havoc at supermarket checkouts and in post 

office queues; exposing themselves to minors; making toilet in the ornate fountain of the public 

park; generally dismantling established civil conventions until their inevitable recapture. 
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Naturally there were also variants of these 

stories which incorporated violence and 

horror ranging from a single physical or 

sexual assault to full-scale mass murder; 

ghoulish distortions generated and 

credited exclusively by schoolchildren. 

Despite the gulf of logic and rationale 

which separated me from my childhood 

self, a spectre of juvenile fear coiled my 

already fraught gut into a small knot as the 

girl and I assessed one another in mutual 

silence.  

 Trepidation brought my vision 

sharply into focus, my eyes adjusting 

themselves urgently to the dark. I 

interrogated the girl õs appearance for 

meaning, attempting to decipher the codes 

of her posture. Though she was shoeless 

and jacketless, the elegant knee-length 

cotton dress she wore diluted the flavour 

of her desperation. Her dark hair, while 

messy, was stylishly cut and boasted a 

natural sheen which prevailed in the 

gloom. The trouble upon her was obvious, but neither homelessness nor institutionalisation 

seemed likely. I pondered the possibility that she were a young junky, one of Glasgowõs many 

listless narcotic shadows, perhaps collapsed there in an attack of withdrawal. The alert eyes and 

focussed expression asserted otherwise. I noticed that her bare legs were peppered with bruises 

and scratches, and surmised that she had emerged from within the vast woods that stretched 

westward fr om the burghõs perimeter to the tenebrous silhouettes of the Campsie Fells beyond.  

 Finally I perceived that the girl was shivering and reclaimed my faculties.  

 òAre you alright? ó I muttered, painfully aware of the question õs inherent idiocy.  

 The girlõs gaze bored blackly into me. A momentary and anonymous quiver of facial 

muscle, neither a smile nor a frown, shattered her marble quiescence. At last she responded 

with a single word:  

 òCold.ó 

 Forgetting instantly the bag of refuse and the entirely mund ane world of domestic 

chores it represented, I stepped forward and offered the girl my hand. Her skeletal fingers 

wrapped themselves around mine in an icy vice and I pulled her gently to her feet. In a swift 

feline movement she reached down with her free hand, scooping up a heavy square object from 

the ground and gripping it decisively to her chest. Her crystalline gaze offered only spectral 

reflections as she spoke again: òCold is in the air, an aura of ice and phlegméó 

 Attributing this cryptic statement to delirium, I gently draped an arm around her 
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exposed shoulders. A hurried heartbeat resonated through her bones, enticing the tide of my 

blood to flow and ebb to its rhythm. Back and forth. From eternity to oblivion. Back and forth.  

 òCome on inside,ó I said. òWeõll get you warmed up, okay?ó 

 Upon entering the meagre electric warmth and tungsten glow of the apartment, I 

realised that the girl was younger than I had initially guessed; no more than fourteen or fifteen. 

The bob of her hair curled sharply upward at her jaw -line and the black tresses swayed like a 

curtain with her movements, alternately revealing and concealing a face of eerie stillness and 

eyes keen as glass. I ushered her into the living room and had her sit in an armchair by the 

electric heater. In the light I could see that the object she held to her chest was a heavy 

hardcover scrapbook. Tattered edges of undefined items protruded cautiously from between 

yellowed pages. Music from a Sarah Vaughan CD Iõd been enjoying continued to undulat e 

softly from the stereo speakers, enhancing the graceful melancholy of the girlõs appearance. 

 òStay here and get some heat back into your bones. Iõll fix you something warm to 

drink. ó 

 The girl did not respond. Her impassive gaze tracked me as I moved in to the kitchen. 

 I filled a large mug with all the milk I had left over and set it to heat in the microwave. 

While the machine went about its sullenly humming business, I brewed myself a cup of strong 

black coffee.  

 Kid chose the wrong time of year to call on my hospitality, I mused as I reviewed the paltry 

contents of the refrigerator. Not so much as an egg to spare. 

 The cupboards told a similarly scant story. A half -full jar of honey comprised the only 

unconsumed foodstuffs, barring some yeast extract and a packet of powdered custard 

abandoned by Poppy after our break-up; items I characteristically detested but had not yet 

summoned sufficient fortitude to discard. While the majority of the more obviously affecting 

reminders of our relationship had been i n one way or another dispensed with or removed from 

the apartment, these bland groceries remained; their anonymity granting them a peculiarly 

sentimental claim upon my psyche that I had yet to confront.  

 (Poppyé you took the rain with youé with a hand to your brow, commanding the torrent wash 

all but the rage from your kerosene eyesé) 

 Swallowing back the ghost of my failures, I retrieved the honey and closed the cupboard 

more forcefully than I õd intended, the report of wood on wood rousing the dawn from it s 

languor.  

 òSorry about that,ó I called softly through the wall to the living room, concerned for the 

girl õs nerves. 

 No response. 

 I stirred a healthy portion of honey into the hot milk, the saccharine stench assaulting 

my fatigued nervous system. Poised to pour the remainder of my Christmas whisky into the 

coffee, I winced as my stomach heaved once more.  

 What the hell, I thought, emptying the bottle into the milk instead. Kid has more use for it 

than I do. 

 The girl accepted the mug tenderly, but swig ged away almost half the steaming contents 

in a single gulp.  
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 I sat opposite her and, speaking softly, introduced myself.  

 A fraction of apprehension faded visibly from her posture, the hot cocktail thawing the 

outermost shell of her defences. She laid the book flat on her lap. She spoke in a voice as delicate 

as an origami flower:  

 òIõm Annie.ó 

 òNice to meet you, Annie.ó I leaned forward to clink mugs.  

 She smiled for the first time, briefly displaying a narrow gorge of angular teeth and 

bright red gu ms. òThank you for inviting me in. ó 

 I evaluated her melodious accent as a product of the Northwest Highlands. She was a 

long way from home. òWhere did you come from, Annie?ó 

 She shrugged. She made a slight northwards gesture with a jerk of her head. òThe 

woods.ó 

 (Iõm in the woods, the ageless woods, and I come to a clearing, a dear green place where a blacked-

out mirror perches against a tree, where a concrete culvert vomits blood into a streamé) 

 Obviously doing a runner from something, I construed. There was, however, an additional 

layer of peculiarity to the girl õs manner and appearance for which mere fugitive status did not 

wholly account. During a life largely spent exploring society õs margins, I had encountered my 

fair share of runaways and renegades of various stripes. Though each had possessed their own 

particular rationale and quirks, they nonetheless had in common a universal sense of urgency; a 

palpable agitation that came with a lifestyle dependent upon the constant need for a new place 

to get to. Annie seemed to exist in an altogether different sphere. Her quiescent demeanour 

suggested the disposition of a chronic observer, compelled to immerse herself in the fine detail 

of her environment at the expense of identifying a suitable escape route. 

 Annie finished the milk in three more voracious gulps. She placed it on the dusty 

sideboard. She brought her hands together, fingers interlocked, and pressed down on the 

scrapbook with a protective double fist.  

 òWhat do you have in there?ó 

 She shrugged once more, her standard mode of communication it seemed. òWords, 

images.ó 

 òYour own words?ó 

 òSometimes. Not always. Although even the words of others become our own, donõt 

they?ó 

 òCan I see?ó 

 She bowed her head, cringed slightly and was silent. 

 òIõm sorry,ó I said. òIf it õs personal, thatõs okay.ó 

 She said nothing, only looked up with a thin and mindful smile.  

 There followed a charged pause. òYouõre not much of a talker, eh?ó 

 The same shrug again. òShould be carefuléó She caught herself mid-sentence. 

 òCareful?ó I prompted.  

 Annie emitted a low sigh. She cast her eyes to the ceiling, brushing a stray raven lock 

behind an elegant elfin ear. òCareful of words é even the miraculous ones. They can be both 

daisies and bruises éó 
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 I swigged my last bitt er mouthful of coffee. This burst of faintly familiar verbiage was 

exciting to me. òAye, I think I know what you mean. Sometimes the words are better written 

than said.ó 

 A less hesitant smile, equally brief. Her gaze addressed me forthrightly. òI am forever 

falling in love with words. Those shapeless doves falling from the ceiling. Yet they often fail 

me.ó She flipped the book sharply open and leafed through several pages; each a collage of 

pasted images, text cut from magazines and books, and a compacted spider-like handwriting I 

only barely glimpsed. She stopped at the desired page. She held it up for me to see. òYou know 

this lady?ó 

 I leant forward in my chair, squinting at the monochrome photograph glued on to the 

page. It depicted a dark-haired w oman seated at a typewriter, an untouched cup of coffee at her 

side, a cigarette protruding gracefully from between two splayed fingers. The woman õs bold 

features and grave expression were unmistakable. òAye, I know who she is. Thatõs Anne 

Sexton.ó 

 The girl turned the book back around to face her. She addressed the image of the dead 

poet in silence for a few seconds. Then she slapped the bookõs cover shut as brusquely as she 

had opened it. She lowered her eyes. òI have known her kind. I have been the air i n her lungs.ó 

She bit her bottom lip nervously between sentences. òIn a world of so many meanings, we can 

choose the ones we consume and the ones we wear. Poetry is my life, my postmark, my hands, 

my kitchen, my face. Anneõs words are as real to me as the streets and buildings, you see?ó Her 

voice was blank, almost affectless, as though she had so internalised the value of these 

enigmatic words that they amounted to a mantra, an exposition of the obvious. òSo I choose her 

words to fill my lungs like the cit y smoke. We are smoke too, itõs true. Like smoke we float and 

change shape and dissolve. So I am Annie. That is my shape until it dissolves. Or until I can 

write a new one for myself.ó Her eyes flickered upwards. The suggestion of another smile 

tugged at one corner of her mouth before flattening swiftly and without a trace into the ashen 

marble of her face. 

 I leaned back in my chair. òI write a wee bit myself, ó I said, both in truth and in a bid to 

quell the girl õs unease. òI do a bit of documenting of the  local art and music scenes for a few 

different publications. On and off, you know? It õs not my real job, unfortunately. ó I expected the 

girl to enquire about my main source of income and I winced in preparation. The reality of my 

soul-deadening occupation as an office drone in the finance department of one of Glasgowõs 

best known whisky producers seemed an intrusive subject in the sanctum of my home. 

However, she said nothing and let the matter dissolve like the smoke she had spoken of. 

Whether this was due to politeness, disinterest, or an intuitive sympathy on her part was 

impossible to say, but I was silently thankful in any case. I continued: òIt can be interesting. Iõve 

made a lot of good friends in the city through my writing. A few enemies too, I sup pose.ó I cast 

my mind to Glasgow õs sycophantic scenester crowd: the seemingly multiplying ranks of sound -

alike, look-alike indie guitar bands; their legions of hangers -on and similarly insipid cronies in 

the art scene whom it seemed were collectively worki ng to degrade the cityõs cultural output 

into an incestuous self-referential swill. òFor every gem you dig up in the local music scene, 

there are more than a handful of turds,ó I said. òStill, it has its perks. And thereõs nothing quite 
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like the hit of wor king at something that gets your personal passions flowing. Anyway, away 

from that, I do try my hand at a bit of literary writing. ó I pointed to the unruly stacks of binders 

and paper which lay scattered at various stations around the apartment; precarious  towers 

competing in height with those adjacent composed of books, compact discs and vinyl LPs. òNot 

my job, but definitely my vocation. It õs something of a work in progress you might say.ó I said 

this with some degree of self-reproach, painfully aware tha t my creative writing had in fact 

been floundering since my relationship with Poppy had ended. Smarting still from the wound 

of this experience, my muse had yet to muster the strength or confidence to re-saddle the 

creative horse. 

 òYou seem to have much you want to say.ó Annie scanned the stacks with wide 

attentive eyes. òThere is so much I want to say too. So many images, stories, proverbsé But the 

words are rarely good enough. Too often the wrong ones kiss me.ó 

 I chuckled. òIõd settle for a cordial handshake from my words, let alone something as 

intimate as a kiss. An absent nudge would be an improvement. A boot to the balls even. 

Anything to suggest thereõs actually some life floating amongst the literary sewage Iõve crapped 

out.ó 

 Annie sniffed and sat upright. A pause. And then: òAre you comfortable with 

espionage?ó 

 I regarded her quizzically, intrigued by this apparent non -sequitur. òAre you a secret 

agent, Annie? Should I be worried?ó 

 A smile brighter and more ephemeral than a lightning flash. òA writer is essentially a 

spy,ó she said.  

 òIs that what you feel you do in there?ó I pointed to the heavy tattered volume on her 

lap. òSpy on whom?ó 

 Again with the shrug. òMyself of course. Why else keep a journal if not to examine your 

own reflections; t he dirty, earthy ones; the salty bitter ones; the wild electric ones? I am 

imitating a memory of belief that is not mine to own. But I am sculpting my own meanings, 

sculpting my own truth.ó 

 My pleasure in Annie õs speech was cut short as my gaze drifted down to her pale bare 

legs. Her naked feet were caked in dirt, the skin almost blue with cold. Angry red scratches and 

grazes bloomed callously on the tender flesh of her calves. Sarah Vaughan had eased into a 

rendition of ôIt Never Entered My Mind õ; an impossibly sad testimony of solitude.  

 I leapt to my feet. òWe better get you cleaned up.ó 

 

 Filling the bathtub with all the hot water the antiquated immersion tank would yield, I 

supplied Annie with clean towels and a robe and left her to tend to herself. As the ghostly 

reports of her soft splashes drifted through the wall, I dug out an old hand -knitted jumper I 

hadnõt worn in some years. Despite the creases, I imagined the girl would be thankful for the 

added warmth it offered. From a long undisturbed bedr oom drawer I retrieved an unopened 

package of woollen tights; another drab remnant of a void relationship. The tights were deep 

forest green in colour, Poppyõs preferred shade. 

 (Poppy, Iõm impaled upon the branches of your silenceé) 
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 Tapping the bathroom door lightly, I informed Annie of the garments and deposited 

them at the foot of the door for her convenience. Though she did not respond verbally, a 

temporary lull in the reports of her movements conveyed her acknowledgement.  

 I paced the living room and pondered what was to be done with this intriguing young 

runaway. I had no intention of contacting the police, having long held the inconsistent rule of 

law and the stooges who would enforce it in little regard. Besides, what the hell would the 

authorities do but send her back to where she came from? It seemed to me unlikely that such a 

unique and perceptive creature would be running quite so desperately from anything without a 

legitimate reason. I had no desire or intention to send her straight back into th e maw of 

whatever beast sheõd sought to flee. 

 Auntie Sheila will know what the hell to do, I concluded to myself. That old fox has more shady 

names scrawled in her wee black book than all the loan sharks and gangsters in the country. Iõll go rattle 

her cage and talk it through. 

 Auntie Sheila lived in a caravan camped out in a gutted industrial area by the shipyards 

a few miles to the south. She had no phone and rarely appreciated unexpected visitors, but she 

had all the time in the world for a fugitive in  need. Besides, once one scraped hard enough at 

her volcanic rock exterior, there was enough molten love hidden within to flood a thousand 

Pompeiis. I knew that she was fond of me; sheõd made no secret of my privileged status as one 

of an exclusive set whom she treasured as the wayward progeny sheõd been unable to conceive. 

If there was a time to take advantage of that unconditional affection, this was surely it.  

 Contemplating this course of action, I reasoned that leaving the girl to hide out in my 

apartment while I crossed town to Sheilaõs place would be the smartest play. I had no clue as to 

how Annie might conduct herself in public, and emphatically wished to avoid rousing 

unnecessary suspicion among any meddlesome locals. Within the girlõs eyes I had glimpsed a 

volatile energy; a sublime but potentially hazardous phenomenon that might result in unknown 

catastrophe if not managed with caution.  

 

 When Annie emerged from the bathroom --dried, dressed and immaculate, her 

fingertips poking out tentatively fr om the jumperõs wide flopping cuffs -- I put on my jacket and 

headed for the front door. òIõm going to see a friend of mine. Someone who can help you, I 

think. Stay here and make yourself comfortable until I get back.ó 

 The girlõs face contorted into a mask of disappointment. òYouõre leaving? Without me?ó 

 òYes.ó I was taken aback by her offended tone, surprised at its capacity to stir up an 

instant cauldron of remorse. òIõm going to speak to someone whoõll help you get toé well, 

wherever you want to go.ó 

 She hung her head, one half of her thoughtful face obscured by a damp screen, black as 

petroleum. òWhere I want to go is outside. With you. Just now.ó 

 òLook, Annie, I want to help you. I can õt do that if I õm seen parading you halfway across 

town. Who knows  who could be watching, right? ó 

 òNo, not right, ó she declared with unaffected confidence. òTo go outside is what Iõm 

here for. To breathe the cityõs story. Whatõs the point in going one place to another and another 

without ever seeing, feeling, tasting any of them?ó 
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 I sighed, massaged my forehead. 

òListen, sweetheart, I donõt know what or 

who youõre running from, but éó 

  òI mould out his last look at 

everyone,ó she interrupted solemnly. òIn 

my sights I am carving him, sculpting that 

moment. I am carryi ng his eyes and his 

brain bone at every positionéó  

 The faintest glimmer of a tear 

threatened the corner of her right eye. 

Whatever had caused this girl to run, it 

had also branded her consciousness with 

palpable scars of grief; wounds which ran 

deeper and fiercer than I might have 

initially assumed. I cleared my throat and 

continued tenderly, endeavouring to be 

conciliatory.  

  òOkay. Hear me out. Itõs clear to 

me that youõre in serious need of getting 

away from something. And, in my 

experience, when people are that desperate 

to escape, thereõs usually someone else just 

as desperate to make sure that they donõt. 

So if you want to make sure you get clean away then you have to be smart about...ó 

 òI am smart!ó she interjected, her manner now ratcheted up to scold me. òI know what 

Iõm doing. Iõm not spending anymore time indoors. I õve been wronged all year, so many nights 

with nothing but rough elbows in them. So many nights immersed in delicate boxes of Kleenex  

yelling crybaby, crybaby!ó 

 Stunned by this spontaneous outburst, words faltered in my throat. I was pinned 

helplessly in the infernal beams of her eyes as they burned twin holes of sorrow clean through 

me. 

 òI will not stay here alone,ó she concluded. òLike a telephone placed back on the hook.ó 

 There was something almost pathological in her discourse, but despite this, or perhaps 

because of it, I found myself unable to remonstrate further. òYouõre right,ó I relented finally. 

òYou are smart. I apologise.ó I sighed and stepped back into the room. òAlright, let õs find you 

something to wear out, eh?ó 

 Annie glanced down at her bare feet. òThe dead,ó she murmured. òThey lie without 

shoes in their stone boats.ó 

 

 

To Eat the Sky Like an Apple is a forthcoming novel published by Paraphilia Books  
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THõ KNAP WITCH OV WESSEX 
 

By Matt Leyshon 
 

Vather sez does oi wan ôelp ôim anõ oi sez no course not.  It still dun zeem right tõ me, tho oi 

dun zay zo. Zo ee anõ John vrom Lydlynch carry ôer all by themzelves vrom thõ knap anõ oi 

dunt ôelp one bit anõ juz skip abouõ tryinõ tõ keep warm in thõ coldõ misty mornõ. 

 

Thõ boughs oõer thõ hedges iz hangen low wiõ thõ buds ov spring az they heft ôer all libbets anõ 

cold dewy limbs vrom thõ knap where we live anõ down thõ trodden track tõ thõ parrick. Az we 

walk thõ zun rises slow over vather anõ ôiz shadow spreads ouõ darkzum in thõ zunbeams an 

zo does John vrom Lydlynchõs tho ov course iz be smaller.   

 

When we come oõer thõ knoõle oi giz thought tõ thõ brook coz it iz near. Thõ brook iz where 

theyõd vound thõ black cat wiõ a gert stone ôround iz neck, an tõ me mind thaz whaõ started all 

thõ witch bizniz coz John vrom Lydlynch zed drowninõ catz be whaõ witches do an took it 

upon ôimselv tõ rid Leddenton ov witches. Back then oi zed tõ vather, it were John vrom 

Lydlynch thõt did it coz it were a millstone tied ôbout iz neck an John vrom Lydlynch iz a 

miller an also coz ee iz stupid anõ dun knoõ tõ dry a cat tõ stop over-looki nõ by witches noõ 

zoak it. Mother had agreed anõ zed sheõd told az much tõ Maery in church. But vather clocked 

me ear an sez it weren ôim an ee ainõt stupid either an told mother she shouldnõ be talkinõ tõ 

Maery ôbout iz vriend John vrom Lydlynch. But ee anõ oi both knoõ, jus az mother knew too, 

John vrom Lydlynch works aõ thõ mill an used tõ keeõ a black cat in a box vor teazinõ girls. An 

also ee anõ oi both knew thaõ thaõ thõre cat ovõiz had scratched Maery anõ thõ whole town ov 

Leddenton near ônough had zeen ôer scratches anõ bloody hanz thaõ were like a childõs aõer 

blackberry pickinõ. Zo I sez John vrom Lydlynch killed thõ cat coz it ruined ôiz chances wiv 

Maery, though I only sez it in me ôead ov course. 

 

Oi looked on az then they put her down on thõ mozzy grazz an thõ witch did zeem tõbathõ still 

at their veet in thõ zunsheen thaõ were vlickering through thõ beare-timbered copse. It were 

like a picture but she werenõ bathinõ anõ oi knew it an zo oi tried not tõ think abouõ it. Instead 

oi thought ov thõ vayre aõ Paladore anõ how pretty thõ primwroses would zoon be in thõ 

meadow anõ vields an ôow wet me veet were vrom thõ dew.   

 

Az oi lizzened tõ thõ drushes zinging their zongs az they protectõd their sky-blue eggs vrom 

uz who ov course cared nun vor the ir eggz at all, oi thought ov ôow it were when John vrom 

Lydlynch werenõ abouõ an ôow vather then callõd ôim laffinõ One-Ball coz eeõd loz a ball tõthõ 

grindstone. Volk who din knoõ ôis name jusõ call ôim thõ miller, or thõ miller wiõ one ball. 

People who dun like ôim, like me, ov which there were many oi think, called ôim juz One 

Ball. Oi prefer tõ call ôim nothinõ though coz thaõ iz whaõ ee iz tõme anõ oi prefer it when eez 

not abouõ coz there wern nay witches in Leddenton til John vrom Lydlynch zed there were 

witches.  
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Oi tried not tõlook too much aõ ôer lyinõ thõre wiõ ôer skin aõwhite like a poizun ivy berry anõ 

ôer hair like olõ manz beard. But oi do think ov ôow she do look older thaõ vather eõen now 

eeõz older too, anõ ôow she wore black mosõ times coz it meanõ lez cleaninõ, an oi wonder why 

they kepõ finden bellarmines anõ witch bottles aõ thõ knap. But oi thought too ov ôow nun a 

thaõ dint make ôer a witch be me book.   

 

Oi gazed agõin aõ vather digginõ. An oi gazed aõ John vrom Lydlynch tryinõ tõdig too, but ee 

weren strong ônough vrom chazinõ Maery up at Mill, vather zed wiv a laff that oi knew meant 

it wern vunny anõ were true instead. John vrom Lydlynch tells me oi should be ôelpinõ but oi 

tellz ôim youz kill ôer youz can bury ôer. Anywayz oi started tõ watch thõ poplars swayinõ 

instead ov watchinõ them, anõ lizzenõ tõ thõ lively blackbird zinginõ anõ coz thõ zun were 

cominõ up proper now oi thought ov thõ zummer weathõr anõ thõ zun anõ playinõ an a-runnen 

races anõ thingz.        

 

Course John vrom Lydlynch sez now she be dead thaõ she were sly anõ evil-eyed. Oi lizzen az 

now vather agreez coz now eez got nay choice whaõ wiõ killinõ ôer anõ buryinõ ôer anõ thaõ. Oi 

lizzenõd now tõ John vrom Lydlynch tellinõ vather thingz bout her thaõ oi reckon fur zure iz 

lies. She did woone day, ee sez, a dreadvul deal ovdamage tõ old Gruffõz voõk, makinõ thõir 

milk turn zour or summen like thaõ. Vather muz knoõ az oi knoõ anõ we all knoõ why thõir 

milk did turn zour now, anõ iz coz thõ cat thaõ caught thõir ratz iz now dead in thõ brook witõ a 

stone round iz neck anõ zo thõ ratz iz now dead in their vatz instead ov the catz belly. Yezõday 

Vather, az ee told me ov the rightousnez ov it all, sez tõ me ôow John vrom Lydlynch is a wize 

chap an ôow ee woz right. But az oi lizzen now tõ John vrom Lydlynch quirk anõ smell iz ram 

sweat even froõ ôere oi knoõz ôim tõ be a fool anõ that thõre be more wise stuff in a nitch. Anõ oi 

dõthink vather doez knoõ it too, thaõ John vrom Lydlynch is not wise at all, tho ee wun zay. 

Wise chaps dun neõd tõtaste a sloo twice tõ kno it be bitter anõ John vrom Lydlynch had tasted 

at leazõ three thiz morninõ, an ôthat alone do make ôim a dunch be me book.   

 

Gruff sez iz cheese ôave turned, sez John vrom Lydlynch tõ vather who sez in return, anõ oi 

laughõd quiet like when oi heard it, like thõ scrooping gate at Wyke farm, oi like bluevinney 

ee sez. Anõ it were true coz we all like Dorsõt bluevinny anõ it made me wonder whoõd giz me 

cheese anõ tek me ti churh through thõ leaze or hold me hanõ in thõ hoarfrost like thiz winter, 

coz vatherõll be too bizee now thaz fõsure, now thõ witch iz dead anõ soon tõbe buried too. 

 

But though oi felt zum kindaõ great zadness oi had neõer zeen John vrom Lydlynch look zo 

ôappy, oi had zeen pigz in shit lookinõ lez ôappy than ee did now, like ee ôated thõ witch eõen 

more than ee loved Maery anõ were verily ôappy bout thõ whole bizniz. Anõ it waz vunny coz 

az oi thought ovpigs oi heard John vrom Lydlynch sez tõ vather how thõ witch made all thõ 

pigs zicken anõ turn thõir snouts tõ thõ sky, giõen woõone little grunt bevore thõy did die. But oi 

cud smell thõ pigs anõ swil, anõ shit now anõ oi be sure vather could too but ee zed nowt anõ 

John vrom Lydlynch carried on az ee do. An how thõ sheep dint die wiõ a grunt but giõed noo 
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wool , ee sez, anõ only lambs thaõ were dead, thõ cows came azew, anõ ducks anõ chicken thaõ 

wer death -struck an vell down dead, drappinõ like drunks. Or like John vrom Lydlynch oi 

did think, when Maery turnõd him down again, which she surely will, anõ leaves ôim sinken 

like a hoõse-tinger on a wet lily. Anõ what, me vather askõd, did thõ witch ôave against animals 

zo, coz ee knew vrom tales az oi did ôow they like animals anõ aveõ familiars an things like 

thaõ. She had nowt against thõ animals, sez John vrom Lydlunch all knoõing like, but thõ 

Gruffõs aõ Wyke Farm ovended her somehow zee.  Oi zee, sez vather. Nutten tõ do wiv young 

Gruff courting Maery then, thought oi, an nutten tõ do wiv Dick zayinõ ee zees One-Ball at 

zum moonlez hour in Gruffõs vields like a steart riskinõ a sprethinõ. An nutten tõ do wiv that 

cat spoilinõ yer chances wiv Maery, sez oi in me ôead ov course. 

 

The voice ov John vrom Lydlynch were gratinõ on me anõ zo oi lizzend vor a while tõthõe 

twittõren birds anõ thõ hosses nayinõoõer at thõ tump oõer Huntingdon way. Thõ hole were 

cominõ on big like, it were a gert pit big enough vor two witches in vact, like thõy jus kept 

digginõ coz really thõy didnõ wanna chuck ôer in, oi thought, but didnõ zay ov course.   Oi jus 

watched zum darkzum cloud s oõer Mere anõ wondered where thõy did end anõ where thõ blue 

smoke vrom oõer yonder began az oi didnõ wanna zee thõ witch neithõr outside thõ hole nor in 

it. An zo oi didnõ look, oi zat on thõ ditcherz old hoõse anõ mapped thõ hedges in me mind anõ 

though ov me kittyboots that needed stichinõ anõ me dress that needed darninõ ôtil vather 

came an took me hanõ. 

 

All dun ee zed.  

 

Mothers dead then oi zed in agreeance, coz there was a big mound ov dirt where thõ hole had 

been anõ no sign ov thõ witch no more. 

 

Thõ knap witch iz dead zed John vrom Lydlynch an thõn ee started whizlinõ a merry toon. 

 

Stop that there whizlinõ One-Ball, nowz not thõ time, vather zed. 

 

Vather does knoõ it too juz az oi knoõs it, oi zes in me ôead ov course, mother were no witch, 

not be me book. 
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RUFFY 
 

By Steve Overbury  
 

I was living around the bins, with the dogs mostly. I didnõt think I was one though. I knew I 

was a human. But I stayed with the dogs because there were lots of ôem and people stayed away 

from ôem and if I stayed with them then they stayed away from me.  

 

If anything I thought I were a cat really, more in common I sõpose.  

 

I used to live in an ôouse fer a while. Me muvver ôad an ôouse but she used to ôave fellers round 

and when she did then sheõd put me cot in the hall and sometimes Iõd be out there all night 

while sheõd be giggling and the bed creakin.õ 

 

Then she got sick and they took ôer away and I never saw her again. Some other people took me 

away but I bit one of ôem and ran off, and I walked down the big road till I got to the caff at the 

service station and went round to the bins ôcos I were ôungry and found some stuff. Then a dog 

come up to me and that were the start of it really. I stroked it and gave it some food and it sat 

wiv me for a bit and then  when it got dark, I follered it and it went into the woods behind the 

caff. It went into a pipe and I went in as well and there was little baby dogs in there in the warm 

so I laid down wiv ôem and they all licked me up then I went to sleep. Lots of time went by then 

there were more dogs and I sõpose coz Iõd been there longer than they had they left me alone 

and dinõt bite me or nuffin specially after I bit one or two of them a couple of times. That set 

them off a squealinõ Har har har. 

 

By the time the little dogsõ muvver had died, I was runninõ with them. Then they all died, 

mostly on the road. Theyõd go out and then theyõd never come back, but by then there were 

loads of ovver dogs and I forgot which ones were bruvvers and sisters and so did they. 

Sometimes bruvvers and sisters used to fight and make each other bleed and the one that was 

bleeding the most with a mashed up face and an ear ôangin off would run away, sometimes on 

just three legs and youõd never see ôem again. But they never had a fight with me though. I did 

have to shout at ôem sometimes to keep ôem off and some reason they was scared of that.  

 

There was cats around but they never stuck together like the dogs did. They was quieter the 

cats. Theyõd go round the bins after the dogs did or before sometimes but not at the same time 

cos they used to be scared of the dogs. But only if there was lots of dogs. If there was only one 

or two, theyõd fight wiv ôem and the dogs would run away with blood on them. Cos the cats 

were big, they werenõt like the cat we had when we lived in the ôouse. 

 

One time when I was livinõ in the pipe some old bloke tried to get in. I think he must have seen 

me round the bins when he was havinõ a piss and follered me back through the woods. No one 
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normally came in the woods ôcos it werenõt easy to get to ôcos it was sort of cut off by the river at 

the back. He got in the pipe with me and he started askinõ me to lay down wiv ôim and said I 

should take me coat off and if I did heõd take me ôome wiv ôim and give me some food. He 

grabbed ôold of me and put ôis ôands inside me coat and rubbed me skin but I shouted for the 

dogs and they came back and bit ôim loads of times and after a while he stopped yellinõ and laid 

down on the ground and he were covered in blood and then he stopp ed makinõ any noise any 

more and then they started biting ôis clothes off ôim and then they ate ôim. It took ôem ages and 

they kept lookinõat me like askinõ me did I want to eat some of ôim but I didnõt want to. Iõd 

never eaten no meat that hadnõt been cooked before and I didnõt want to get blood all round me 

face like they did. In the end there was nuffinõ left of that bloke and sometimes I used to wonder 

wevver that really ôappened or not but then ever such a long time later I was down near the 

river and I saw one of ôis shoes.  

 

One night I was sleepinõ in the pipe and all the dogs were out scrappinõ. I donõt know where 

they went but a lot of ôem was bleedinõ when they came back. Anyway, while they was away 

some rats came in the pipe. It was snowinõ outside and I reckon they wanted to be in the warm 

in the dogsõ beds and eat some of the bones that was in the pipe. I couldnõt fight all the rats so I 

went and got the petrol tin that Iõd found in the service station near the bins. I hid it away in the 

woods w hen I found it. Then when I opened it, I poured a bit on my hands and it made my skin 

go icy cold then it burned so I put the lid back on it. So I went and got the petrol and I took the 

top off and I chucked it on the rats and they all started squealinõ and ran away.  

 

Then there was a long, long time and then annuver man came. There was lots of blue lights 

flashinõ and that screechinõ sound those police cars make. I ran round to the bins to see what 

was goinõ on and a motorbike came really fast into the service station and it sort of fell over and 

was slidinõ and he was slidinõ wiv it then the motorbike crashed into all the petrol pumps. He 

sort of stood up then he started runninõ towards the woods. Then there was a ôsplosion and lots 

of fire. I ran away and went back to the pipe to hide but when I got inside it he was sittinõ in 

there takinõ off his helmet and his big gloves. He put his finger to his lips and said, ôshush,õ like 

me muvver used to when I was cryinõ and called me over to sit next to ôim. I was frightened and 

I was going to run away and get the dogs but then he started lookinõ really tired and sort of fell 

over and went to sleep. I crawled over to ôim and he was just layinõ there and then I saw that his 

trousers was all ripped and his leg was all bleedin.õ  

 

I went and got some water from the plastic bottles what I find in the bins and some rags and 

some paper, then I wiped lots of the blood off and wrapped his leg up like Iõd seen my mum do 

on the man who came round once what had been drinkinõ and fightinõ. Then I went back to the 

bins and there was a big fire and there was fire engines and they was sprayinõ water on to it and 

there was lots of policemen and they were all writing and talking to each other but they never 

came into the woods. They must have thought that the man had died in the fire.  

 



101 
 

He woke up when it was dark and asked me lots of questions but I didnõt know the answers 

and I couldnõt have told ôim them even if I did. Then he put his hand on my hair, which was 

very long and looked  at me for a long time. He told me to go with ôim but when we got out of 

the pipe, the dogs were there all growlinõ and he was scared. I shouted at them and they 

stopped growlinõ and we walked up the big road, then up a lane. When he saw some people, he 

pushed me into a bush till they had gone past, then we walked and walked till it was nearly 

light again and we got to an ôouse. He made me stand away from the door and rang the bell. 

There was two ladies came out and he talked to them for a long time. Then he pulled me into 

the house and I sat on this big chair and they sat on other chairs and they just sat there and they 

looked at me for ages and ages. Then they talked a lot and then there was lots of shouting and 

they walked around then they sat down and we re quiet again. 

 

One of the ladies made some food for me, and it had been cooked so I ate it and she gave me a 

drink of tea, which wasnõt cold. One of the ladies was very cross but the other one made me go 

to the room with the bath in it and she washed me and she cut my hair and she brushed it. She 

gave me some clothes and showed me my face in a mirror and I didnõt know who it was. 

I stayed there for a long time and the man went away and came back and went away and came 

back again, then he took me to another house, which wasnõt far away and we stayed there for a 

very long time. One day he kissed me. 

 

I loved him so much I wanted to get inside ôim but in the end all we could do was get ôim inside 

me and that was the warmest and nicest feelinõ I ever had in my life and I never wanted it to 

stop. 

 

And now I am his wife. He taught me how to say things, not just shouting and talkinõ like the 

dogs did and I can read words and I even know how to do some writing. He says I should tell 

people my name is Mary if anyone  asks me but when we are at ôome he calls me Ruffy. 
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òTASTE IS A FORM OF SELF-CENSORSHIPó 
 

AN INTERVIEW WITH MARK STEWART  
 

By Craig Woods  
 

Photos © Chiara Meattelli and Dominic Lee  
 

Mark Stewart practically 

embodies innovation. Emerging 

from Bristol amid the rubble of 

the punk explosion in 1979, his 

first band The Pop Group quickly 

established a set of blistering 

sonic blueprints for the future. As 

multicultural Britain slid into the 

turbulent Thatcher era, and global 

mass media reflected a world of 

socio-political and cultural 

turmoil, Stewart and his comrades 

earnestly channelled the 

experience of the times into music 

that was simultaneously a natural 

progression of the punk rock and  

funk that had inspired them and 

an all-out deconstruction of all 

that had gone before. Their debut 

album Y, with its seamless blend 

of funk and dub rhythms and raw 

rock fortitude, laid the 

groundwork for the unaffected 

experimentalism that would 

characterise Stewartõs career. 

Follow -up single ôWe are all Prostitutesõ and sophomore album For How Much Longer do we 

Tolerate Mass Murder? displayed an increased intent to move beyond established sonic barriers 

as the band incorporated free jazz and dissonance into the mix. Through it all, Stewartõs 

impassioned vocal style and socio-political conscience remained prominent and vital, imbuing 

every aspect of the bandõs output with a stark agitprop sensibility that went far beyond Sex 

Pistols-esque sloganeering. While The Clash had dallied with funk and reggae, and anarcho-

punk bands such as Crass would push the anti-establishment envelope, The Pop Groupõs 

steadfast commitment to walking the walk on all fronts marked them as unique.  
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Perhaps unsurprisingly the band appeared to prematurely implode under the weight of their 

own power, splitting in 1981 just as established post-punk and New Wave sounds were being 

absorbed by the mainstream to spawn a series of synthpop-oriented derivative s. Not one to rest 

upon his laurels, Mark Stewart seized upon the split as an opportunity to explore further 

uncharted terrain. He promptly enlisted with esteemed dub producer Adrian Sherwood as part 

of the newly established On-U Sound òconspiracy of outsiders.ó Camped within this diverse 

network of punk, reggae and jazz musicians from the UK and Jamaica, Stewart began a pursuit 

of intensive collaboration with a variety of radically different players, an approach that has 

defined his post-Pop Group output. It was here that he also began to utilise the mixing desk as a 

compositional tool and performance instrument, allowing him a greater degree of autonomy 

and making possible much of the technical innovation displayed on future records. Released 

under the collective moniker of Mark Stewart and the Maffia, 1982õs Jerusalem EP and its full -

length 1983 follow-up Learning to Cope With Cowardice showcased these new techniques to 

devastating effect. Weaving in and out of dense soundscapes that are both infectiously groove-

laden and menacingly opaque, Stewartõs voice wails, drones and chants a series of imperative 

contemporary narratives that find his passion and conscience undiminished. Thirty years later 

these releases remain fresh to the ear, like the sound of the 1980s being reflected starkly back at 

itself through the prism of the present.  

  

As the decade progressed, Stewart incorporated conspicuous shades of hip-hop into his work, 

having become occupied with the genre during his tours of the United States. His next album, 

As the Veneer of Democracy Starts to Fade, was released in 1985 under his own name exclusively 

and exhibits the blend of hip -hop beats and industrial noise elements that would be pushed to 

further extremes in his eponymous 1987 album and 1990õs Metatron. This informal trilogy of 

records has since come to be regarded as a holy trinity for acts as diverse as Portishead, Tricky, 

Nine Inch Nails, and Ministry, all of whom have cited Stewart as a significant influence. In 

following his restless muse from one new territory to the next, Stewart had variously prefigured 

and inspired core elements of industrial music, trip -hop, and dubstep. 

  

Having cemented this legacy in the following decades with records like Control Data (1996), 

which married soul and R&B melodies with contemporary club sounds, and 2008õs belligerent 

electro-bruiser Edit, Mark Stewart and his oeuvre have remained vital in the twenty -first 

century. Little wonder that filmmaker Toni Schiffer felt compelled to document Stewartõs 

achievements in the comprehensive 2010 documentary On/Off ð Mark Stewart: From the Pop 

Group To The Maffia. Clearly a thorough attempt to assess and fully digest the feats of this career 

was long overdue. 

  

Perhaps fitting then that Stewart himself opted for a retro spective of sorts at this time. In May 

2010 it was announced that The Pop Group would be reforming for a string of live 

performances. An official statement from the band themselves declared: òThere was a lot left 

undone. [é].we were so young and volatile. [é] Letõs face it, things are probably even more 
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fucked now than they were in the early 80sé and we are even more fucked off!ó In September 

2010 the band embarked on a short tour with Sonic Youth and Shellac. The following year, amid 

murmurings of a new al bum of all -new material in the works, they appeared for a storming set 

at the Portishead-curated ATP Iõll Be Your Mirror festival. Just as they had initially emerged to 

give voice to the confusion, rage and uncertainty of the late seventies/early eighties,  The Pop 

Groupõs reincarnation could not be more timely or welcome in these days of economic crisis, 

rampant corporatism, government austerity measures, grassroots revolutions and mass 

protests. 

  

Concurrent with the Pop Group reformation, Mark Stewart has  continued to carve new and 

distinctive furrows as a solo artist. In November 2011 he released a double A-side single 

ôChildren of the Revolutionõ/ôNothing is Sacredõ through his current label Future Noise 

Records. The latter track, a funk-infused behemoth featuring Berlin electro noisemakers Slope 

and Eve Libertine of Crass, is a vintage Stewart blend of vitriol and groove, lyrically addressing 

the illegitimacy of capitalist structures and the complicity of consumers in military industrial 

atrocities. The track and its accompanying video, comprised of war footage intercut with banal 

advertising imagery, gleam as the work of an artist at the peak of his power. Seemingly 

rejuvenated by the Pop Group reunion, Stewart had returned to a more blatantly aggressive  

confrontation of his moral and political adversaries without repeating himself musically or 

creatively. The stage for his next album release was set. 

  

Unleashed in March 2012, The Politics of Envy is both a reaffirmation of Mark Stewartõs 

established agitprop artistry and a compelling progression. Opening with an opaque dialogue 

between legendary underground filmmaker Kenneth Anger and punk icon Richard Hell, the 

album unfolds like a cinematic narrative, segueing from electro -rock to dub to dance grooves to 

pop melodies and beyond with fluid ease. The subject matter is varied, with Stewart addressing 

urban austerity and the vapidity of consumer culture with as much confidence and sincerity as 

he evokes the hope in the hearts of progressive political protesters or examines the recesses of 

heartache and regret. For all its weight, the album is all the more remarkable for its accessibility. 

Make no mistake, this is a pop record; a glistening, polished jewel that pulls at the viscera as 

forthrightly as it addre sses the intellect. The narrative is fleshed out by an astonishing cast of 

guest players that includes Lee Perry, Factory Floor, Primal Scream, the Raincoatsõ Gina Birch, 

and PiL guitarist Keith Levene (whose signature sound closes the album on an unfeasibly 

beautiful note of bittersweetness). That such a cohesive whole has been sculpted from such 

disparate elements is the striking testament to Stewartõs status as a visionary and his abilities as 

an orchestrator. 

  

In early November 2012, Future Noise Records was poised to release The Exorcism of Envy, a full 

album-length release featuring re-workings of songs from The Politics of Envy, òretaining the 

original essence but sand-blasting them into skull -crushing or soul-challenging new versions.ó  
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It was at this juncture that I caught up with Mark Stewart for a more intimate peek into the 

world of a man currently in the grip of a significant creative renaissance.  

 

The Pop Group, to my mind, have always seemed significantly removed from both the straight-ahead 

guitar brawling of much UK punk and the affected remoteness of much of the New Wave that followed. 

From the start you have consistently experimented with genres, blending various elements together in a 

post-generic melange, which has always struck me as the true spirit of punk. Iõm curious as to your 

feelings about your relationship to the punk phenomenon. Does the word have meaning for you?  

 

I completely believed in punk. I was like fifteen or something, and I was into a lot of reggae and 

funk and stuff. And being so tall I could go clubbing and stuff since I was about eleven. I loved 

music and going to gigs, but there was nothing around that looked the same or sounded the 

same as the kind of kids that we were. Then suddenly we saw this band in a little ti ny photo, 

these kids dressed exactly the same as us. And they were playing this fast music, they werenõt 

like old geezers playing twelve bar blues. So immediately, you know, weõd go into London 

shopping and then weõd stay on and see The Clash at the ICA and whatever, really early punk 

gigs. My mate four doors up, who I used to go and see Roxy Music with just before punk, he 

started trying to form an R&B band called the Cortinas. They were playing The Roxy with Patti 

Smith and stuff, and we were just hanging  out with them as mates going to the gigs. So I was 

introduced to it really early on. It was just such an amazing fucking feeling. I still completely 

and utterly believe in punk, but itõs a different punk. Itõs like a religion or something. Like I 

believe in a different god to the one that they did. I think Iõm like one of the Knights Templar of 

punk, like an underground strain or something. I still believe in something that maybe they 

didnõt actually believe in. Maybe they were making it up. But donõt tell me Santa doesnõt exist, 

please mate. 

 

Part of that fundamental punk ethos is the õDo It Yourselfõ mentality, which you embraced full-on. As I 

understand it, you came into music with no formal tuition. To what extent has your continued pursuit of 

music benefited from these rudimentary beginnings? 

 

My technique is to cut and paste. Or putting different people from different scenes in a room 

and watching the explosions. Itõs like setting off fireworks and watching them burn. I think that 

confidence that [Malcolm] McLaren and Bernie [Rhodes] and the Pistols [exuded] --and our 

other favourite band was the Subway Sect when we were kids, they just completely blew our 

minds-- somehow that gave a confidence to a generation in England and across the world to just 

go out and challenge things, whether it was in life at work, in politics. Something happened and 

there was a class of disenfranchised people [suddenly active]. For me it was completely 

political. And then what happened in America with all these things, and th en post-punk and 

the beginnings of Rough Trade and the early printing presses; Survival Research, AK Pressé 

The more I travel, the more I meet these ex-punks who are, like, in charge of Sony Film now. 

And thereõs Matt Groening, who does The Simpsons, who is a huge Pop Group fan. There are 
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these sleeping agent punks way up all over the place.  

 

Iõm wondering to what extent your environment has affected your work. While many of the UK post-

punk and New Wave acts shared a similar set of influences and ostensibly similar backgrounds, the 

regional differences in the various scenes across the country vary drastically in terms of the sounds they 

produced. Are there any specific aspects of living in Bristol which you can point to as having helped forge 

the sound of the early Pop Group for example? 

 

[The point about shared influences] is kind of interesting to me. On The Politics of Envy it was 

the first time I was doing a collaboration with a lot people, I hadnõt done a lot of collaborations 

like that before. And sud denly working with Bobby [Gillespie] of Primal Scream, and Doug 

[Hart] from the Jesus and Mary Chain, and Gina [Birch] from The Raincoats, and talking to 

others from my generation, it seems that somehow in every town; in Wigan, in Manchester, in 

Glasgow, in Dublin, in Brussels, there was like a few people getting into the New York Dolls 

when they were thirteen or fourteen in isolation. A little gang [in every town]. I think it was the 

same when the R&B started with the Pretty Things and the Stones, people just finding these 

blues records. We were all individually getting into Metal Machine Music or early Velvet 

Underground stuff. And Iõve got more in common with these other people, just through shared 

influences growing up, than I have with some of my close friends who arenõt into music and 

couldnõt give a fuck about the music business. I think there was a community of lost souls that 

gathered together under a flag at that time in punk and post -punk. And when you travelé one 

of the things I love best about what I do is when someone comes up to you in the Midwest or 

Australia and says; òHearing you, I realised Iõm not a complete outsider, that somebody else is 

questioning things in the world.ó And thatõs what you get from music, that sense of 

community.  

  

[Regarding Bristol], I canõt really analyse my own situation too much because it drives you mad. 

But I think what was interesting about our lot, and about what went on thereon with Massive 

Attack, and now all the new Bristol -based kids like Pinch and Joker and all that lot, in Bristol 

your ego canõt get out of control. Youõll have the piss taken out of you if you start to get too Des 

OõConnor. And weõre all still the same. You know, somebodyõs a shopfitter, somebodyõs a 

millionaire, somebodyõs selling cars, somebodyõs unemployed. We all still go to the same pubs 

and clubs. Itõs small enough that you know all the people from each territory. When we were 

young there couldnõt really be any ghettoes. My mum lived in St Paulõs when she was a kid, 

and itõs small enough that things canõt really become ghettoised, so we all kind of got on with 

each other across all different things when we were kids. Itõs different down there. I donõt really 

know any different so I canõt really look at it from the outside. I mean I was there yesterday and 

itõs just a completely different feeling. People just take the piss out of each other. I mean weõd 

always go up to London, but I think itõs great for things to be decentralised. And now with 

everybodyõs success, weõve got mastering plants and studios and stuff. We donõt need to go to 

London.  
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Does environment remain a decisive factor for you in the creative process? Has experiencing a variety of 

cultures and locations while travelling over the years impacted upon the musical routes youõve pursued? 

 

It gives me hope sometimes. Sometimes itõs quite lonely [doing] what Iõm doing, because Iõm 

trying to say what Iõm trying to say. But travelling around the world talking to different people, 

itõs interesting [to see] the way [the music] gives people solace andé I donõt know how to 

explain it, but there are these mates of mine who are involved with protest groups in Burma, 

and others doing these weird things in China. The whole nature of the thing is a kind of global 

underground these days. And thereõs open-minded people right across the world. I mean I was 

just talking to someone from Sri Lankaé 

 

Youõve moved from a microcosmic milieu into more of a macrocosmic one, but basically the same social 

dynamic is at work. 

 

Yeah, itõs people who are under the same umbrella. Theyõre into kind of cool cutting edge 

politics, cool cutting edge technology. And thatõs kind of the nature of the internet to a certain 

extent. You can be talking to people from anywhere. Just this morning I was talking to 

[Japanese experimental noise artist] KK Null, and Iõm trying to get some of his sounds over this 

kind of weird Chicago footwork thing. Itõs all kind of open at the moment. So I think the idea of 

the nation state [is obsolete]é Iõm closer to people in Vienna, you know what I mean? 

 

Aside from the clashing of genres, the music of The Pop Group seemed from the start to possess a little 

more meat on the bones than the average post-punk act. Your work has long been characterised by a 

certain philosophical weight punching its way into the listenerõs consciousness. I understand from 

previous interviews that you read voraciously from a young age. Are there any particular literary, 

philosophical, or other cultural sources that you can point to as having helped shape what you do? 

 

We used to knock off school. We would sign in and then you could kind of sneak out and 

pretend you were there without the teachers checking you were there. There was a record shop 

down the road called Revolver and we used to hang around there on a Friday for the Jamaican 

pre-releases to come in, and see which seven-inches they were going to stock. Years later I 

found out that it was Adrian Sherwood who was driving that van. Anyway, next to the record 

shop there was also this bookshop called Pentacle Books, which was like an occult bookshop in 

the same block. I made friends with the guy in there and would just go in and chat to him about 

all sorts of stuff. This was at about the age of thirteen. He was an amazing kind of ôhidden 

historyõ researcher. He helped open me up to a whole new idea of politics and history, 

completely and utterly blew my head off. He was lending me these kind of weird texts and 

these kind of Situationist things, and things about the ôglobal manipulatorsõé There was this 

particula r book he lent me call Vodka Cola about how Kaiser Wilhelm financed the Russian 

Revolution etc. Well, it was crazy, just the most bizarre stuff. There was a magazine I remember 

called Paranoia or something with some of the craziest shit Iõve ever seen. And maybe itõs not 
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true, but this music was already blowing open my head and suddenly I was being introduced to 

these mad ideas. And my dad was a bit of a mad scientist and he was very open-minded, he 

was always searching for the bloody Philosopherõs Stone or something. So from an early age Iõd 

got my foot between these very demented kind of intellectuals and these other crazy beat boys. 

[laughs]  

 

That clash of intellectual and visceral elements has pretty much characterised your output. Even on The 

Politics of Envy thereõs the same dichotomy going on. Is this something youõve maintained consciously, 

or is the balance of these things entirely organic and natural? 

 

Iõve always had this little manifesto to just keep alert, and it has these little sayings like ôDeny 

the politics of envyõ, ôTaste is a form of personal censorshipõé just these little mottos that kind 

of keep me going. And often I just deliberately do something that I donõt think Iõm going to do. 

Itõs my thing about taste being a form of personal censorship. I deliberately pick up something I 

wouldnõt [normally] pick up, or buy something or listen to something I wasnõt going to listen to, 

or put myself in [an unfamiliar] situation. Because otherwise we decide stuff when weõre 

thirteen or fourteen and become this kind of caricature and we think, ôIõm having none of thatõ. 

But I want to constantly question my conditioning  

  

Youõre constantly challenging yourself, almost reinterpreting yourself. 

 

Yeah. And playing mad childish games and pranks. Putting thi ngs together that shouldnõt be 

together just to watch the explosions and to watch them breed or something. Itõs a bit like as a 

kid at school when youõd get a girlõs dolly head and put it on top of a mechanical spider or 

something. A lot of it comes from h umour, but humour makes something new.  

 

I suppose that approach has informed the rationale for the various outlets for your music. When you 

began recording as Mark Stewart and the Maffia, the music was markedly different territory from that 

staked by The Pop Group, yet still recognisably within the established Mark Stewart milieu. Iõm 

wondering if you see each of your outlets --The Pop Group, the Maffia, the solo work-- as possessing 

separate identities or missions. What in your mind sets each of these ventures apart in artistic terms? 

 

All I know is that any game that Iõm playing has to get me excited and interested. For the 

moment Iõve got this idea of kind of aural porn. Thereõs friends of mine whoõve got these 

extreme noise generators, people like Russell Haswell and KK Null. Iõm trying to think of a way 

of harnessing lightning, of harnessing these really mad extreme noise generators in to some 

kind of high definition thing and making them into hooks or songs or something. I just want to 

make something that I havenõt heard before. On The Exorcism of Envy there was a track where I 

just let some of the machines [improvise]. Something had gone wrong and someone was about 

to fix it, and I just said, òLet it happenó. There was a light that went on in my head and I held 

my own hand back. Eno had this strategy where you throw a card to decide what youõre doing, 
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just to break your, ermé 

 

To break your own established patterns. 

 

Yeah. And weõre just starting this new Pop Group stuff, and for me, again, itõs kind of 

exploding something, or challenging a myth or position or something. I do these weird art 

commissions sometimes, when I get flown to Vancouver and have to work with som e kind of 

shadow puppeteer or something, and so I thought, why donõt I just see working with my old 

mates as another commission and see what happens? Because when people were talking about 

[the reformation of the Pop Group] I just thought, well thatõs a shit idea, that just sounds like 

necrophilia to me. It just seemed completely mad. But then I thought, which Mark is that? Why 

are you thinking that? Is it for some shitty reason? Why canõt you just see it as [something] new? 

A lot of people, including mysel f, donõt phone somebody or donõt speak to somebody because 

they think they know what the person is thinking. We all live in mad bubbles, and reality in the 

rest of the world has nothing to do with what weõre thinking about. And itõs to do with little 

thing s [we were conditioned with] when we were children at primary school, all these irrational 

fears and stuff. Itõs just crazy  

 

The Politics of Envy is remarkable in several respects, but not least for the impressive array of guest 

contributors, from Lee Perry to Richard Hell, Primal Scream to the legendary Kenneth Anger(!). 

Presumably youõve been on familiar terms with most of them for a number of years. Do you habitually set 

out to make a new record by recruiting those available? Or is there a more concrete plan in place with 

regard to what specific people might bring to the material youõve generated? 

 

It really is organic. A lot of the things Iõm trying to say are kind of like radio plays. I did this 

album called As the Veneer of Democracy Starts to Fade where I was making these dystopian 

landscapes with electric fences sizzling and dogs barking. And [on The Politics of Envy] I just 

wanted Kenneth Anger there, and I wanted someone like Richard Hellõs voice as a kind ofé itõs 

a wanky word, but a kind of ava tar. I was going to do this weird kind of opera thing in 

Hamburg with Kenneth and a couple of other people, and, well, anything Kenneth does is sort 

of magical, just his presence, you know what I mean? So just to have him there in that place 

next to that bassline, itõs like a collage. So I used people for their specific characters like a film 

director. There were a lot of things I recorded during that period, and a lot of things didnõt 

make it. A lot of people didnõt get on to the record. But they were all there for a specific reason. I 

was knocking about with Bobby [Gillespie] who was trying to get me to do something for him. 

Now Iõve just heard that Iõm guesting on [Primal Screamõs] new single with Robert Plant of all 

people. [laughs] 

 

I heard that, yeah. Another brilliantly unexpected collaboration. 

 

When I say ôof all peopleõ, obviously I love Robert Plant, but yeah. So I was listening to some 
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stuff that I was messing about with for [Bobby Gillespie] and suddenly something started 

breaking through. Itõs weird the way things kind of mutate. It all jelled into a whole. Iõm really 

pleased with it. For me itõs like a whole edible piece. Rhythms and stuff develop, you know. I 

was living in Berlin and I picked up these rhythms from these guys in [German electron ic 

group] Der Plan, these kind of robotic rhythms. And then I was working with this Jamaican guy 

called Jaswad, and I was trying to write something for Lee [Perry], and Lee ended up doing 

something else andé itõs just weird how [these things develop]. 

 

Each of your collaborators are renowned for work in very different genres. Iõm wondering if you recruit 

collaborators with genre in mind, or if genre is more of an unconscious result of the creative process. Do 

you have much regard for the concept of genre?  

 

The really funny thing is that Iõve apparently invented a lot of genres. [laughs] Itõs so bizarre 

when, for some reason, people say, oh you invented post-punk, or punk -funk. And others have 

told me that Iõd invented industrial, trip hop and something else, all on the same track. And 

thatõs nothing to do with me. And for some strange reason a lot of musicians across the world 

hold me in some high regard, and I canõt fathom that at all.  

 

Generally speaking I think this is more to do with the way a music critic thinks about music than the way 

most musicians do.  

 

Yeah. 

 

I spoke with Michael Gira a little while back and we touched on this subject. He has a lot of experience of 

hardcore industrial fans or fans of noise rock approaching him with the same kind of reverence for 

something that he feels no real association with; the idea of a genre term that someone else has created in 

order to put a label on something after its creation.  

 

Yeah. Iõm pleased if I light a spark and then someone else makes a flame from that and runs off 

with it. Thatõs great. But Iõm not doing it consciously. Beneath all of it, Iõm doing it for my own 

entertainment. Iõm doing these things, making these weird kind of mutations for my own 

pleasure initially. If one becomes Chucky, thatõs not my fault. [laughs] Donõt blame me! 

 

I suppose once youõve crafted the thing and released it, itõs no longer in your hands. It becomes a part of 

the cultural melange one way or another and open to reinterpretation and repackaging. 

 

Yeah. 

 

Your long-established preference for collaboration and cross-fertilisation has resulted in your records 

possessing the feel of work produced by an autonomous collective; a collective of which the listener is 

inclined to feel part of by association. Itõs very much in keeping with the kind of socialist-anarchist 
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principles of punk in that you band together and control your own means of production, etc. Iõve always 

found this a very reassuring aspect of your work. Can you say something about this approach and its 

importance to you? 

 

I want to belong in [the collective] as well. I can remember when I was like twelve or thirteen 

listening to early Velvet Underground stuff in my mumõs back bedroom, and suddenly youõre 

in that place. You think youõre there in Andy Warholõs Factory. You dream into the things. The 

thing [I create] is apart from me. Iõm as much a fan of it as anyone else. I want to walk in that 

environment. Itõs made for me as well. I want to belong in there too. When I was standing next 

to Kenneth Ang er I was like, what the fuck is going on? And when that [announcement of the 

new Primal Scream single] came out with Mark Stewart and Robert Plant, Iõm thinking what the 

fuck am I doing next to Robert Plant? Because Iõm still a twelve or thirteen year old fan-boy. I 

thought, in punk, it was always going to be a kind of ôanti-starõ thing where you werenõt meant 

to be [the most important person] on the stage and everybody was meant to be as important as 

everybody else. So Iõm always judging myself by what my younger self would be thinking 

while standing looking at it. And I would actually buy what I make. Iõm my own worst critic, 

thatõs why things can take some time. At the moment Iõm spending weeks on end on one line, 

just trying to get this essence into one line. Itõs driving me bloody mad. Even if it doesnõt come 

out, Iõll at least have written it down. 

 

One of the things that is really striking about The Politics of Envy is that, despite all of the genre clashes 

and experimental complexities, thereõs an overall gloss and groove binding the whole thing together. It is 

in essence a pop record in the best possible sense of the term; contemporary, accessible, and compelling. 

How would you describe your relationship with both pop music and the underground? Do you 

consciously straddle both worlds? 

 

I think some experimental stuff is a ghetto. Itõs like vanity publishing. I grew up on London 

Musicians Co-Op and people making weird honking noises and impersonating crocodiles and 

stuff. I grew up on that kind of stuff . But consciously I just want to engage with the media at the 

moment. Itõs important. Look at all these great thinkers who were just self-publishing stuff to 

smaller and smaller [groups of] people. What is the point? The point is we want to get across to 

as many people as possible who have just watched The X Factor or something. If the New York 

Dolls hadnõt gone through Mercury and went on The Old Grey Whistle Test and stuff, I 

wouldnõt have changed. Iõd be working in some shitty job, not that thereõs anything wrong with 

that. But youõve got to engage with the thing. If weõve got to go on the BBC or whatever, thereõs 

cool people in all those places. I mean the idea of the underground and the overground when 

youõve got someone like Matt Groening doing The Simpsons and cool people all over the place, 

this whole idea of ôIõm cooler than thouõ, and ôIõm completely and utterly indieõé 

 

Itõs ultimately a dead end. 
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As long as the things have been 

judged by the judge and jury in 

my own head, and Iõm saying 

what I want to say and Iõve got 

control over the things, [thatõs 

what matters]. I think itõs 

important, and it takes a lot of 

time and energy to try and engage 

with new people. That is part of 

the thing. And we are working 

our asses off and trying to really 

get across. And then you realise 

there are loads and loads of really 

cool people who are just kind of 

there like sleepers, and theyõre 

just dying for something like this 

and theyõll kind of let you in the 

back door. I mean when St. 

Vincent did one of my tunes i t 

was on one of the biggest 

American chat-shows. And those 

guys are actually cool, they knew 

who the Pop Group were. Thereõs 

a whole generation of people who 

you really shouldnõt cut off. 

 

As far as popular culture goes I think the definitions of overground and underground are becoming 

greyer and greyer with time. There has definitely been far more overlap in the last decade and a half. 

 

One of the most interesting things for me at the moment are people working with new 

technologies and hypermedia and stuff. Iõve been hanging out with this Palestinian guy in 

Berlin and some of the ideas of these high level crazed scientists is completely and utterly 

mindblowing stuff. Thereõs cool people in the weirdest places. 

 

Although The Politics of Envy is not in any ostensible sense a concept album, many of the songs are 

characterised, both sonically and lyrically, by a sense of confusion and impending catastrophe. While 

references to urban blight and socio-political hardship are by no means fresh subjects for you, songs such 

as ôGang Warõ and ôCodexõ possess an ultra-modern apocalyptic edge that makes them seem imperative. 

As a statement of life in the 21st century it seems pretty spot on. Are there any specific contemporary 

concerns that you would say bind the record thematically? 
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Iõm trying my best not to think too much about it, my head is kind of exploding. My girlfriend 

is Iranian, and I was just watching an interview with [Syrian President] Assad on Russia Today, 

and then we went to this family do and I was just h earing peopleõs conversationsé What 

people think of as reality, or history, or ôrealõ information is a complete and utter mirror. Itõs a 

scandal that people put trust in politicians. Itõs all a complete and utter scam. I donõt know why 

people have been believing in these lies. This new song of mine, itõs called ôCitizen Zombieõ, 

because I think a lot of people are just too lazy to give a fucking damn. The things Iõm singing 

about in the songs are things that are happening in front of my eyes, itõs not something that 

might happen. In the eighties we said that Nineteen-Eighty-Four had happened years ago and 

no-one even noticed. From my own information thereõs craziness going on in the world. I mean 

how possibly can a Greek pensioner be blamed for some American bankerõs weird betting 

games? And then people believe it. I was talking to someone earlier on [about this]; theyõre 

really trying to divide people, even trying to get the people with really low paid wages to blame 

the unemployed [for the financial crisis and austerity measures], and theyõre trying to demonise 

handicapped people. Anything to keep their mind off [the real cause], get them all fighting 

amongst themselves, blaming each other, looking at this massive elephant in the room. What 

the fuck! 

 

The demonisation of the poor is out of control now and, in Britain anyway, itõs a massive part of a current 

neoliberal governmentõs concerted attempt to turn the socio-economic clock back several decades. Iõm 

interested in your characterisation of the apathy of the populace being due to laziness. I actually agree 

with this assessment, but itõs an unpopular view. Often I hear people rationalise the lack of cohesive 

resistance as being a product of fear; people are too afraid to give a damn, too scared to rock the boat. I 

always find this absurd in the context of an advanced, industrialised and freer country like the UK or the 

USA. There are, it seems, more concrete and forthright examples of popular resistance in countries where 

one risks being imprisoned or murdered by the state for an act of dissent. It really has to come down to 

laziness or complacency in the West. 

 

Yeah. Thereõs this cul-de-sac of jealousy, the numbness of the citizen, this whole zombification 

of society. And you try and engage with people and t heyõre like, oh are you still going on about 

this? Itõs like, fuck off, you know? Itõs gotten to such a state that it only takes good people to do 

nothing in order for evil to prevail. What the fuck is going on? Itõs like before World War II, 

everyone knew what the fuck was going on [with the rise of fascism]. Itõs fucking crazy. The 

naked greed is so blindingly obvious. Itõs like thereõs this huge bulldozer eating everything up 

right in front of peopleõs eyes like a dinosaur, and people are pretending it isnõt there. 

 

Your music has often been characterised in the past as òprotest musicó, a term I know you disassociate 

yourself from. Iõve read several interviews with you where you make the point that the personal is 

political, and that the two can never be significantly separated. This being the case, Iõm wondering if 

perhaps your work might be regarded as guerrilla tactics as opposed to protest. Do you in any way regard 

what you do in music as a method to shake people awake as it were; to remind them of the very real 
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political choices they make in their daily lives, that the idea of the separation of politics and reality is a 

comfortable illusion? 

 

I canõt really say those things because it would just sound kind of glib. I mean you õve got it to a 

tee what Iõm trying to do, but for me to come out and say, oh I õm doing it for this, or I õm doing 

it for that, would seem kind of glib and self -righteous. Maybe Iõm trying to shake myself up and 

keep myself alert with these things. For me itõs normality, and for me i tõs up[beat] music. Itõs as 

cool for me listening to this stuff as it is listening to Funkadelic or some cool kind of grime stuff 

or something, instead of some idiot singing about his dick. I just want to sing about something 

thatõs vaguely interesting and not fucking cars and girls. It õs not particularly that I õm doing it 

for any purpose, but thatõs just what the world is fucking like. I can õt see all those fucking 

flowers that other people see, sorry. 

 

So your music is essentially just a natural reflection of your daily concerns and thoughts, rather than any 

sense of responsibility to promote certain ideas or messages. 

 

Yeah. I talk about things like that down the pub.  

 

Youõre about to release a remixed version of the new album entitled Exorcism of Envy. In essence youõve 

retained the core of the original record but shaped it into an entirely new experience with new meanings. 

Could you say a little more about your intentions with this release? Why was it necessary to create these 

two very different versions? 

 

Well the funny thing is, in my actual process of composing, a lot of it is done in editing. Since I 

first started working with Adrian Sherwood I õd do nine or ten different versions of everything 

going into red. And then I õd sit with a razorbla de and cut out all the maddest bits and put them 

together backwards or forwards or whatever. That õs the mad editing technique Iõve always 

used. When I was making The Politics of Envy there were all these different versions. Thereõs a 

lot of whittling stuff  down until I get something that shines, just keep polishing and polishing. I 

grew up listening to these radio shows and remixes and a lot of scratch DJ stuff when I was a 

kid, and I just wanted to do my own hour -long radio cut -up/mash -up thing using my ow n stuff 

as a source. So I wouldnõt really call it a remix album or a dub album, it õs become another 

mutation. The first album became a kind of renegade spy that had to have extreme plastic 

surgery to go and live somewhere else. The thing just started forming into something else. I can 

remember Iõd get these really mad mix CDs off mates who were DJs, where one thing would be 

going and then something completely different would just jump in. And with The Exorcism of 

Envy, again itõs this kind of thing of aural porn. I think soon people are just going to put 

headphones on and go into another world. I see this stuff as kind of edible.  

 

Is this a process you would have liked to have pursued with previous records? What was it about this 

album that led you to see the mutation through to this extent? 
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I hadnõt actually really thought about it before at all. A lot of people were asking for Mark 

Stewart dub versions of stuff and whatever, but this became more like a re-edit of a film or 

something. One of my favouri te filmmakers is Chris Marker and é itõs kind of a reprocessing, 

itõs... I donõt know what it is, but it started happening and it got a life of its own. It õs a whole 

thing. Iõd release it as a standalone thing even if the first one didnõt exist.  

 

Youõre no stranger to reinterpreting your material, as your live shows have long attested, and this record 

seems a more comprehensive but logical extension of that. Does this method point the way to your future 

work?  

 

Iõve suddenly got a new wave of intensity, and  making new stuff with the Pop Group and the 

solo stuff, making two new albums at the same time, although obviously they won õt come out 

until next year. This morning I was talking to this Japanese extreme noise guy and I started 

getting these visions of kind of Chicago footwork basslines, but backwards with Japanese noise. 

Something has started to form in my head and I just want to start creating. I õm really getting 

excited about it. Because this record was received quite well and we got a massive piece in the 

Daily Mirror and stuff it got us a lot of attention and made us realise there are a lot of cool 

people in there. And now it õs started in America and all over the place, itõs really kind of set us 

up. So I think the next one will completely and utterly blow my mind and blow a lot of other 

peopleõs minds, because I think people are ready for something that is different. People are 

hungry for new noises and new sounds. Itõs like candy. They want fresh things. They want to be 

fed interesting things. I think  itõs great. 

 

Youõve seen a lot of changes over the years in the ways audiences interact with art and culture. In terms 

of attracting, maintaining, and interacting with your audience, have you found the internet to provide a 

more useful and immediate way to promote your work and ideas? 

 

Personally Iõm shocked by some of this stuff. We put out a single called ôStereotypeõ with 

Factory Floor, and earlier I was talking to DJ mag, and suddenly [the single is] number one on 

DMC, this DJ chart. And it õs like, what the fuck? Suddenly weõre in the same category as 

someone like Flying Lotus who is a young act. Itõs really quite refreshing how open -minded 

people are for interesting stuff at the moment. What I get from the internet is this sense of 

community, that I can talk to this guy in Japan or collaborate with him, or I can find out some 

Italian political theory stuff, or check what someone is saying at some lecture in the States or 

something. Thatõs what I find, you can kind of hover around and decide to go into  this room or 

that room. Whether it is also a distraction, and whether it is part of the zombification, well é 

 

I suppose that is the ongoing debate as to the internetõs prevailing value. 

 

Yeah. And also what you guys [in Paraphilia] are doing é when you sent me these questions it 

was like, oh good, because sometimes you just get asked complete and utter shit. But I knew 
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that if I started trying to answer those questions [in an email interview] it would be pages and 

pages and pages. But itõs great because it gives me solace that thereõs cool people all over the 

place; in Brazil, in Sri Lanka. People everywhere are seeing through the fucking bollocks. And I 

think with some of the new stuff I want to do, I really want to introduce some of these new 

sounds and new things, and we all can kind of help each other out. Especially in our 

community as musicians. 

 

The internet has also had wide-ranging effects on society at large; allowing people to organise and share 

information easily at the click of a mouse. Simultaneously much of its content and facilities are owned 

and administered by large corporations, while censorship/policing bills are increasingly being formulated 

and discussed by governments across the globe. Do you feel that the internet possesses any inherent 

revolutionary potential for social progress? 

 

I donõt know. I remember some of the dissidents coming out when it was starting off, and the 

Electronic Frontiers Foundation . And I õve got a link to these lawyers in Papua New Guinea. If 

somebody in a jungle in Burma can use the internet to get their ideas or to report government 

atrocities or something, then [thatõs positive]. These friends of mine work with this organisation 

called Indigenous Resistance where they help people fighting against loggers. I think that kind 

of thing [is valuable], but it can also be used to fake things. Youõve got to take it all with a pinch 

of salt. And beneath it all weõre all being fed an addiction to buy more and more expensive 

software.  

 

Itõs the double-edged sword of online communications. Its potential for exchanging ideas and information 

is incredible, but a lot of its facilities are used mainly for trivialities rather than for any progressive 

purpose. It seems the web is partly another minefield of distractions and sedatives to keep the population 

subdued and apathetic. Meanwhile the mass media abound with vapid òrealityó shows and gossip. I canõt 

help but feel that many elements of our culture today have become more banal and degraded than ever 

before. Possibly this is a conscious effort by centres of power in reaction to the increased exchange of 

information via the internet. Even the concept of rebellion has in itself become an empty facsimile in some 

respects. On the scathing ôBaby Bourgeoisõ, which appears on The Politics of Envy, the idea of simulated 

rebellion and manufactured chic seem very much on your hit-list. How would you assess this 

phenomenon? 

 

I basically agree with you. Thereõs a gaping question mark about this international ly. I was 

watching something about how farmers in Africa were using the net and stuff é We canõt judge 

the future by the morals of the past, and we canõt come with a kind of 1950s collectivist mind 

and say, this is bad, this is good. If the technology mutates and it becomes something else, and 

it has a good use and it frees somebody from doing something, [then thatõs a good thing]. 

Obviously most research and development comes from military stuff. But if suddenly a farmer 

in Africa can adapt, then it õs going to mutate into something else again. Hybridisation.  
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Yeah, the technology itself is basically neutral until put to use. 

 

Yeah. I think itõs good to experiment and to question the structures, and not take things for 

granted in these areas. But what youõre saying is true. People now think theyõve done 

something just byé whatõs it called, ôclicktivism õ? 

 

Yeah, their activism begins and ends at the click of a mouse. 

 

Yeah. 

 

Neither of us really has an answer to the question, but itõs a subject that occupies my mind quite a bit in 

the context of activism and awareness in the cyber-age. 

 

No, but it õs good that you bring it up. That is the kind of thing that I õm talking about in my 

music and itõs good to bring these things into the debate. And if this thing is goi ng to be online, 

Iõm happy to kind of layer it on. We can keep it going and maybe get an argument going, you 

know.  

 

Given the current uncertainty and confusion of the music industry, I inevitably must ask for your take on 

the effect of digital downloads, file-sharing and online cut-price music sales on independent artists and 

small record labels. How do you perceive the future of the independent artist in this climate? Have the 

developments been positive or negative? 

 

This is all really exciting to me. It õs like what Donna Summer said about the state of 

independence. Things are changing so fast that I donõt know if people can control them. First of 

all I donõt really see myself as an artist. I just see myself still as Joe Normal, just having a go and 

saying what he wants to say, and trying my hardest over the years in staying true to what I 

believe in, in questioning and trying in the best way to keep as far away from the shit side of 

things. But things are changing so fast. From hanging about in Berlin on the edges of the new 

digital arts scene thatõs developing, I think that film, performance art, political provocations, 

attack ads [are coalescing]. A new kind of beast is going to develop where you can say 

something and itõs going to be enjoyable for people listening to it, but it õs also making a point 

and people are going to be able to link up with the different subjects and topics. Often my ideas 

[come from] trigger words and I had this idea that soon everything is all going to be 3D things 

and youõll be able to flip on the different subjects and find loads of information about the 

different things I õm going on about and kind of make up your own decisions. I think I õm 

learning and Iõm becoming more aware of how all the different cogs of the machine work 

together, and how we can jump and go directly to someone cool in the media or whatever. And 

thereõs great people out there and weõre kind of breaking through layers.  
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To a certain extent the music business is a place that attracts freaks and complete and utter 

idiots who often get away with murder. And there õs all these backwards obnoxious people with 

nothing to say. Iõm talking to the mirror here obviously. [laughs] But I õve always taken it 

completely with a pinch of salt. And like loads of my mates, we j ust do what we want to do, say 

what we want to say, try and get as much control of the game as we possibly can. Iõve got this 

lyric that I õm working on at the moment; you think you know how to play the game, but then 

the game starts playing you. Itõs not my place to say it, but I think my intentions aren õt too bad 

in what I õm trying to do. I think I know what I õm trying to do and I õm deliberately not playing 

their fucking game. But the thing is kind of going in our favour. It õs quite strange.  People are 

suddenly insatiable for new ideas and shocking things, it seems the ball is rolling in my court at 

the moment for some reason. I expect that kind of independence. And integrity you can õt 

fucking buy. [pause]  

  

When youõre talking about yourself [in this way ] it sounds a bit mad. But I argue about these 

things all the time. Yesterday one of my mates was saying about how weõve got to do this, and 

how these blogs work, and all this. A whole new thing is developing where there õs people like 

you and other sussed people doing radical things all over the world. People building up their 

bases and we all kind of link together. And that was the great thing about post -punk, when you 

say about this feeling of community or family or whatever. We knew that with the Raincoa ts or 

the Slits or whatever, and when Rough Trade was really cool, and there was Rough Trade 

Americaé people would come just because it was independent, and weõd always be doing 

benefits for great causes. There was something apart from the entertainment value. What was 

the Frank Zappa quote? He said that showbiz was the entertainment wing of the military 

industrial complex? Personally I õm re-energised and I feel that what weõve been talking about 

for ages is kind of coming true. Thereõs loads of great people across the world into loads of 

amazing stuff.  

 

Are there any contemporary artists, musical or otherwise, whose work you feel to be particularly vital in 

giving voice to todayõs hardship and dissent? 

 

For me, things always come from the roots. Iõm really  encouraged because in Bristol for the last 

couple of years thereõs been this sonic wave called Bristol Bass. One of the kids on it is called 

Kahn, who Iõve collaborated with on some of this stuff on the last two records. Thereõs Joker, 

and Pinch whoõs just been working with Adrian Sherwood. It õs kind of post-dubstep things. 

And the way those kids are running their businesses and looking after each other, and the spirit 

and the energy and the nutrients that you can get from that feeling of community, it really 

reminds me of things that weõve always done with the post -punk thing. That feeling of 

belonging in a certain scene and not feeling lost, like being in a sort of gang with everybody 

helping each other. And theyõre running labelsé itõs going global. That kind of thing, to me, is 

like macro-politics. It õs those kind of things that really keep me grounded. In Bristol you can õt 

[have an ego]. Somebody will knock you down. It õs a community. One of your mates will just 
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tell you you õre talking shit. Too many  people have gone off into a kind of ivory castle, like in 

that bloody David Essex film, Stardust. Totally disconnected in L.A. or somewhere, painting 

their fucking toenails gold or something. That õs not what itõs about. Music is something youõve 

got to engage with. And society is something youõve got to engage with. But I think these are 

quite optimistic times. I think America is quite interesting at the moment. A lot of people in 

America are really seeing through a lot of the misinformation that they õre being fed about these 

wars and whatõs going on. I think the more I travel, the more I know there õs a new generation of 

open-minded people, and those people are going to get to positions of power. So the old shit 

from the fifties, and the sixties, and the seventies, and the eightiesé we fought wars in those 

times against a specific ogre or specific demons. But theyõve lost their power. Theyõre in fact the 

lapdogs to something else. The world is changing so quickly that people donõt actually know 

what is going  on. But if people are hopeful and open-minded, and they embrace these new 

thingsé We shouldnõt fear what we donõt understand. Thereõs other ways of developing things. 

Weõve got to get rid of some of those blinkers. These things are going on! Theyõve got to be dealt 

with. And people have got to work together. I questions things a hell of a lot. And the more I 

travel about and I meet people and chat to people from all different scenes, all different walks of 

lifeé there isnõt a ôthemõ and an ôusõ. Thereõs just us, and weõve got to engage with the us. You 

canõt be an outsider and just moan that this is wrong, and this is wrong. You õve got to actually 

engage. 

 

For all its various furies and omens, The Politics of Envy ends on a sonically soothing note with 

ôStereotypeõ, as intimations of togetherness fade out with the distinctive and beautiful chiming of Keith 

Leveneõs guitar. Is there hope on the horizon? 

 

Thatõs one of the things I donõt understand when people say my music is dark or it õs 

apocalyptic. For me itõs uplifting and hopeful. It õs great if youõre talking about things and 

youõve got this uplifting music, and you õre actually getting dialogues going on. I õm a really kind 

of happy person. A lot of people have me down as a kind of dour, grim reaper type . I think it õs 

best to tell the truth and be positive and have a laugh than sit moaning into your fucking beer.  

 

What might we expect from the next chapter in the Mark Stewart opus? 

 

This new Pop Group record has a working title, The Alternate. We did a few of these ôreformedõ 

gigs; a couple abroad and a couple in England. And I went into it with a completely open mind, 

I didn õt have any preconceptions. When the Pop Group started I wasé I still am an angsty kind 

of teenager, but I had all these ideas; I wanted to be like this, I wanted to be like that. And we 

sculpted something. And there was nothing going on then. Not to blow my own trumpet, but 

we were there before Joy Division or anyone else. We were the first people, straightaway after 

punk, to really s tart experimenting. Punk blew everything up and then suddenly you could do 

anything you wanted after that. So with the new Pop Group stuff I just thought, okay, let õs roll 

the dice and see what happens, without any limits. So I just walked into this studio  and Gareth 
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[Sager - Pop Group guitarist] was messing about just coming up with these things. And before I 

would have said, do this, do that. But suddenly he started playing something and I just started 

singing something, and the thing is like é thereõs this medieval thing called a golem, these 

things that alchemists created and they had a life of their own. Supposedly there was one 

released underneath this cathedral in Salisbury and is still running around the Dorset 

countryside. For me the [new material] i s a golem. Itõs got arms and legs, and I just have to 

stand back and watch it. Suddenly these really weird kind of 1940s French ballads started 

appearing. And I thought, what the fuck is going on here? But again I tied my hand behind my 

back and let it happen. Just stand back and donõt interrupt the process. Let the thing create 

itself. For me itõs an absolute pleasure because itõs kind of symbiotic and all happening of its 

own accord, so at the moment I feel like itõs a bit like a child that Iõm trying not  to put my own 

personality too much on to.  

 

Sounds like a treat is in store when it takes its first steps into the world. 

 

Yeah! [pause] Unless it turns out bad. Like another Chucky. [laughs]  

 

 

 

The Politics of Envy and The Exorcism of Envy can be purchased via Mark Stewart õs official 

website: http://www.markstewartmusic.com/shop.html  
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THOUGHTS ON ZOMBIES AND TROPICAL STORMS  
 

By Jim Coleman  
 
11.14.12 

 

I initially sat down to write this bit a couple of months ago. I had a pretty high minded idea. I 

have seen an evolution and an acceleration of a particular theme and topic in popular culture, a 

theme which up till now was more reserved for conspiracy theo rists. This theme is basically the 

idea of near future end times, specifically centered on the dissolution of technology.  

 

There is no doubt that we have become completely obsessed and dependent on technology. 

How many of us even know the phone numbers of  our own partners or best friends? How often 

do we leave the house with no idea on how to get where we are going, trusting that our phoneõs 

GPS will find the way?  

 

Iõve seen this basic topic emerging more and more in TV  series, feature films and books. So, a 

couple of months ago, I started writing about it, and I wrote quite a bit. But I couldnõt quite find 

my take or angle on it, and it all seemed a bit pompous. So I moved from taking on the big 

theme, and started writing ab out little things that I ran in to in my every day life; events which 

sparked trains of thoughts and various synapses and mental connections: 

 

Day 1: 

 

9:45 AM: On 6th Avenue, there were three different dogs taking large shits, some of which 

trailed down the sidewalk, creating this run on mess. The dog owners were upper crusters, hip 

but bordering on the 1%, seemingly well to do. It kind of made me happy to just know that part 

of their day, every day, is comprised of intimate handling of dog poo. They were probably very 

nice people all in all, and we might have shared common outlooks and perspectives on life and 

the world around me. But still.  

 

9:35 AM: On the subway, I stood, as there were no seats left. Looking down, I saw the top of 

someoneõs head. Very androgynous, I couldnõt make out this personõs gender. But I became 

transfixed by the game they were playing on their iPhone. I think it was Temple Run. I know 

this from my daughter, w ho played Temple Run for about five  minutes.  

 

I actually love video games. But I tend to buy them, anticip ating this fun time I will have 

playing. But I never actually find the time to play. So itõs this fantasy for me. It wasnõt always 

this way. When I first got a computer, my friend Phil gave me a copy of Doom. I quickly got 

addicted to it. I would go down t o the studio intending to work on some music. But I would 

first have to spend several hours playing Doom. I was so immersed in it, I literally dreamt of 

Doom. To this day, I remember the different scenes and locations. 
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Back on the subway, as I watched this person playing Temple Run, I got increasingly anxious. 

The general scenario of the game is that you are running on a small path, which occasionally 

takes 90 degree turns, and also has occasional cliffs that you need to jump. Furthermore, there is 

some dark hulking shape that is chasing you, always right on your heels. So itõs very tense. I 

guess thatõs the thrill, and thatõs what keeps you so much in the instant. Itõs funny that 

something that demands this amount of attention, something that keeps you in t he instant like 

this, takes you completely out of the here and now. For a while, I couldnõt look away. I hated 

the way I was starting to feel. Sweating, nervous and anxious, tensed up. 

 

9:40 AM: I walked up to the street. The first person I encountered was a man, probably in his 

forties, though he looked like he could be in his sixties. He was bent over at the waist, with his 

head closely inspecting the sidewalk. Like he lost a contact lens. Only that wasnõt it. He was 

High. Way High, nodding all the way to  heaven and hell and back again. Definitely the polar 

opposite of the tension felt in Temple Run.  

 

Iõve seen this phenomenon of the extreme nodding human from time to time, and it kicks up a 

weird blend of emotions.  Iõm jealous and Iõm sad.  Iõm enticed and repulsed. Part of me wants 

to go up to them and ask them where to cop, part of me wants to let them know that they can 

get help. Part of me wants to just tackle them, and part of me wants to run away. But just like 

Temple Run, itõs hard not to look, to be transfixed. Itõs like a slow motion train wreck.  There is 

a certain wasted grace in it. 

 

I recall being a little kid and being in the back seat of the car at night. We passed a huge car 

wreck on the street. Lots of cops and ambulances, broken glass, twisted metal and smoke. My 

mom, perhaps trying to keep me innocent, told me not to look. Humanly impossible I think.  

 

When I first got in to doing dope, I was living on Ludlow Street across from El Sombrero, a 

Mexican restaurant (one would be concerned if there was an Italian restuarant with this name). 

There were several dealers on the street. So friends would cop and then come on up to my 

apartment to get off. One day I went out with them to cop. My friend Erl was puking in 

anticipation of copping. This d idnõt scare me or raise any red flags. This was intriguing. I 

welcomed something that was this powerful, that I could just turn myself over to, that could 

make decisions for me. I jumped right in, thinking the water was fine.  

 

Back to 9:40 AM, when I see this man on the street, bent over and nodding, Iõm jealous. Because 

heõs high and Iõm not. Because even though he doesnõt have a thing in the world, even though 

he wil l be a sick desperate junky in two hours time, I know that right now, he has it all. Right  

now, his life is perfect. I wonder if I ever really got that high. Sure, I had my nods. I remember 

waking up on the toilet at 5 AM, after sitting down hours earlier. Once at a party I had to force 

myself to get up and walk and walk, thinking if I did inde ed nod off, that would be all she 

wrote. For all the times I wanted to die, when it came down to this moment, I was terrified. 

Actually more scared to die than to wake up the next morning.  
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For years I tried to walk the tightrope, trying to appear ònormaló. Thinking that people 

wouldnõt know I was high. Ah, the big secret. So why was it that when I finally came clean and 

told people how fucked up I was, I was surprised that they were not surprised?  

 

Donõt get me wrong. My jealousy of the nodding man only goes so far. If my high life didnõt 

turn me in to a low life, Iõd still be out there. But being high ended up being a daily struggle just 

not to get sick. It was a never-ending chase, running as fast as I could with that dark devouring 

sickness nipping at my heels. It was Temple Run in real life. Running, in fear, desperate. Scared 

to go to sleep because the morning would bring nothing, just the same dilemma, no way out. 

Active Footnote: No Way Out was one of the first dope brands that I ever did, located on  South 

2nd street and Bedford Avenue in Williamsburg. I didnõt have the smarts then to fully appreciate 

the irony.  

 

Day 2: 

 

11:43 AM (TUESDAY): There are certain things I just donõt want to admit. To myself nor to 

others. Certain things I want to keep wel l fucking hidden. I want to be the person that you think 

I am, or the person I think I am, rather than the person I am. Iõm afraid that if you really know 

me, really know my weakness and my disease, you will leave me. Also, I would have to change. 

And underneath it all, I donõt want to change. I donõt REALLY want to be the person who I 

want you to think I am. Drawn and Quartered, Iõm happily unhappy.  

 

3:36 PM: Walking on the street earlier this AM, I passed a Halloween store. They had a huge 

amount of life -sized figures in the windows, some of which were still switched on. About 80% 

of them were variants of the Walking Dead. Moving zombies or skeletons. They seemed to have 

a mission (supposedly to get you), and something was controlling them, but they weren õt really 

alive. 

 

I started contemplating what this said about our collective fears and obsessions at this time. It 

ainõt just Halloween. Thereõs a veritable plethora of Undead/Zombie movies and TV shows that 

are popular right now. Itõs kind of riding the coattails of the vampire phenomenon. And it takes 

me back to my original Big Theme of end times. Oh, and Iõve been itching to get those words 

out somehow (veritable plethora - always wanted to name a punk band this). But what about 

our biggest fears, both individually and Socially/Politically/Economically? Is this to be reduced 

to a non-entity? To be alive, but to not be alive? To be seen but not heard?  To perhaps be 

powerless as an individual, but to have power in numbers? Kind of sounds like the 99% to me . 

The walking dead. The disenfranchised. No voice in the world where real decisions are made, 

where futures are made and money talks. Personally, as someone who resides in the middle 

class (and god only knows how I made it this far ð that is, if there is a god), I have that fear. It 

seems clear to me that this government is not for the people. This government is of and for the 

big business that pours money in to government to help pass policies favorable to them. And 

the split between the haves and the have-nots widens and deepens by the minute. The middle 



125 
 

class are joining the walking dead, taking on the sunken eye look and the shuffling feet of the 

disenfranchised lower class/ the unemployed, or the employed that work in low paying service 

industries. And why bother working these jobs that allow you just enough to not collect 

unemployment? Once I get my unemployment check, Iõm going to go out and buy a zombie 

maské 

 

Day 3: 

 

12:02 PM 

 

Why the fuck does the dark side feel like the honest side? Why is it that when Iõm in the depths 

of it, when life seems so meaningless, when death seems like a viable option, this feels like the 

underlying reality? The TRUE truth. Why is it so attractive when it is so painful? Why do I see 

homeless junkies on the street and feel like òthatõs my tribeó. And all the other successes and 

accolades and positive roles I have in my life feel like a charade? 

 

It fucking hurts. It fucking hurts. Why is the pain some kind of comfort? Is it some self 

perpetuating disease thing? Is it habit, like Iõm used to it? I know people stay in terrible abusive 

relationships out of habit, and out of fear of change. 

 

FEAR. There it is. FEAR. Thereõs truth in fear. And, they were a great band. 

 

Requiem:  

 

So, after a couple of mundane sparked observations, I have been forced back in to this original 

topic that I mentioned up front. This time it was up close and personal, thanks to Global 

Warming and Tropical Storm/Hurricane Sandy specifically.  

 

I live just outside NYC, in northern Jersey. A place that I never imagined I would end up, but 

NYC has become something that I never imagined either. In the past year, we have now 

experienced two devastating storms that have taken down countless trees and power lines, 

causing floods and long standing power outages. This is new for this area, and there is no 

infrastructure to deal with it in any kind of seamless way. We are entering the age of payback, 

in which mother earth is finding her voice, a howl that is starting in the depths, low and 

gravelly. Yet still the conservative republicans block spending for global warming and 

alternative energy research. Itõs a myth they say, nothing supports it. Atlantis was a myth as 

well. If anyone is around to notice, weõll see if it still seems like a myth to these conservatives 

when NYC goes the way of Atlantis.  
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SCHIZOPHRENIA AT THE KITCHEN DOOR, 3AM  
 

By Patrick Wright  
  
The moonõs set three-quarter crescent, a sinking porthole in the skyõs hull. A clock ticks 

behind me; its ticks and tocks synchronise with the beat of my chest. The beat reminds me 

Iõm flesh, embodied, as sunless bark outside beckons the soul to drift.  

      

Iõm standing at the back door of the house. The kitchenõs the cold room behind me. Itõs night. 

Iõm alone. Iõm awake. Iõm not sure why.  

      

Years ago I once tried to sleep; nothing happened.  

     

As I wait here now, in bare feet, the air of outside rapes the threshold. Things flutter in. 

Wings on glass. And, since no voice calls me into being, I imagine feet planted on the bed of 

a frozen lake, there with torch exploring densely -weeded corridors.  

      

Eyes soon accustom themselves to the dark, and there across the garden I see what once was, 

transfigured: the wooded arch made for roses to grow, the trellis broken by years of gusts, 

storms, frosts with no repair forthcoming; and the face rippling o ut of the oak, once 

enchanted and benign, now gurns downturned, its mouth of tongue -bitten grief.  

      

I recall the place as it was before. It was summer. Life oozed from everything. All cuts healed 

with a kiss. And colours were far more vivid than they are today, stuck to everything - the 

grasses, flowers, pine tree house. The bumble bees and butterflies too ð all emblems of life ð 

were the gold of pyramids as they settled on petals.  

      

Now, in place of those riches, are the blacks, charcoal greys and standing stones, erected 

monoliths. Theyõre arranged in a circle ð though for no God, no ritual. They sit stolid ð 

guardians in their outdoor pavilion. I see them as sticks crack. And then they begin to take 

on human form; they become figures, faces, w hich shiftily glance my way with eyes of 

limestone unblinking. They refuse to move, say theyõre entitled to this space. Theyõve 

usurped me and time I had there as a child. And Iõm seeing a bier laid on top. A prophetic 

vision.   

      

The doctors let me ou t. God knows why, only God knows. Since, even now, after pills and 

potions which do no good, when I gaze to the heavens, the moon is just a curve on a graph; 

the stars, pinholes through a plastic sheet. I tried to explain ð to explain to them ð but their 

noses were pressed too close to clipboards, forms. They gave me pills to caress like psalms. 

They sent me home ð had my lips sewed shut.  

      



127 
 

I imagine where the nearest living rose might be, and I see a single blushing rose. Itõs in the 

garden of a child  abuser, has its own canker attached. This is love. This is love.  

      

Beyond the perimeter of the world ð the fence ð men go on to destroy themselves. Wars are 

waging; missiles and bullets impact small heads. And Iõd rather be here, frigid, friendless, 

breathing, remaining dead and still, absolutely safe.   

 

Now everything I see is wondrous here. Floods of shapes come washing in, and I hear 

nocturnal chatterings, invisible minds. All senses dart alive. My feet, no longer feeling air, 

want their skin on cold stone, to feel cold, masochistically, and the body aches to disrobe, be 

naked in the foliage and mud.  

      

Saturn hangs overhead. I know that much. Its rings and moons spin around it ð there, unseen 

ð like me. Iõm a mystery too ð just as much a speck from humankind.   

      

I see the Hunter, the Crab Nebula, Polaris. Theyõre tiny frescos, fixed to the sky, magical, 

bereft, sending down messages that Iõm nothing and will remain nothing forever. Stars ð 

stars are souls ð unhatched and hankering after l ife ð stretched out, pricks through an empty 

canvas.   

      

Across black -lit grass belladonna hides behind bark of bleeding trees ð bleeding knees once 

cut by the tossed stump of an abandoned cricket game; and worm -eaten fruits unplucked, 

untouched ð all secret as sea-plunged stones fallen from icebergs.  

      

Persephoneõs here. Exhumed. Sheõs black against black. I can just make her out.  Itõs not 

madness to say so. Itõs not madness to find shadows on moonlit sundials. No.  

      

I stay here at the brink of light. The lintel hems me in, as stellar mesh, spread out in spindles 

of glinting spider silk, charms, as the galaxyõs arm half-heartedly limps along, as the zodiac 

shifts and the mindõs grafted on a stalk, stamens surviving, lids closed as leftovers from 

birth. The winter gauze over plasma, seeping; a heart held to ransom.  

      

I think myself out. Inside out. Iõm inside out here.  

      

The bulb by the path flickers as if spiritually affected; moths dive at it kamikaze -like. W here 

once the cobalt sky, safely tucked in its crib, came the Milky -way, which smothered it with 

its blanket; and the Earth, mad with vengeance, glares out at the vortex of suns and suns, and 

planets around suns, spellbound, awestruck. And here, below, cla y men fight with clubs, 

scared as ever, paranoid, not seeing the beauty in these stills: a night garden, a poplarõs rigor 

mortis, eons of grasses long departed ... I light no torch. I have no mirror. I sense no fragrance 

or eye. Just the sense of time sleeping, unlike I who waits, who respires, until it passes ... 

passes. All this with the moonõs avarice, once more intent on spotlighting a vast ceiling of 
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emptiness. There looming bright, our lone satellite, selene, lunar, crepuscular, corrupt, alien 

like me .  

 

Pandemonium rings in the trees as gusts scrape my face. I hum nursery rhymes again, and 

again Iõm absent. I have no rainbow. Pigments are all choked through with lack of light. 

Shapeless and shapeless I shrink to a twig, its inconspicuousness.  

 

Stardust falls like fountains as the fugue goes on, and tears seem to be falling with them, 

watering the siblings. And the statue of a cherubõs singing òwillow, willow.ó 

      

Echoes of nothing, here, negate my reason. I wish I knew what to do right now, as tedium 

taps at the hour. The same old crisis. Everything was fine yesterday, as I recalled how pearls 

of sun -drench once glittered the bay, pebbles touched by swell, as pulses of light swaddled 

me. 

 

I see paradise again. I see mother - father - brothers - others - lovers (to come ?), others ... I see 

them all, lined up, shadows against conifers, a cavalcade of ghosts ...  

      

Outside now, by contrast, are yew trees, cypresses, brambles and berries. They are all 

wearing the night like a dream. Shifting shad es I imagine are ravens squawking shrill, in 

acceptance of their nature.  

      

Do I hallucinate, I wonder. Do I hallucinate as I see myself, as a toddler, playing on the 

grass? As garden parties play out, superimposed over the cadaver of night? I wonder, s ince 

the scene ends. Everyone melts into time - and love filters out through the trees, as I sit here 

and wait for the skeletal dance to resume, memories haunting the rim of the house, its paths 

and edges, its gates ... 

      

I look down at my body and ast onishingly thereõs no puncture mark ð Iõm intact. My skin 

says Iõm young. My bones do not break. Fingertips roam as weather vanes.  

      

Is it madness to see the moon that colour? Is it madness?  
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THE FEAST OF THE FEBRUARY FLIES  
 

By Gene Stewart Writing As Samael Gyre  
 
It was the third time her mother went in to have her skin cancer checked. The first two times it 
had been no big deal, band-aid stuff. This time, though, they told her it had spread. This time 
they told her she didnõt have very long.  
  
Dianaõs fists clenched when she heard. She screamed at the first friend who offered sympathy.  -
-Keep your pity and sympathy, you leach. Leave me alone. 
  
Her fear kept her away from her mother, too. Gazing into her motherõs cheerful face infuriated 
Diana, who wanted to slap her and say, --Donõt you realize youõre dying? 
  
--We all are, arenõt we? Her mother would probably say, and that would make it worse. Truth 
was, no one knew when theyõd die, and maybe terminally ill people had an advantage.  
Impending death focuses the mind, philosophers said. Maybe they were right. Maybe it forced 
people to think clearly.  
  
Diana didnõt want to think, though, which is why she was at the rave swallowing ecstasy, 
semen, and her pride in one big gulp. The boys linin g up for free blowjobs in the third stall from 
the door in the Menõs Room didnõt care about Diana or her mother. The bouncers guarding the 
door after getting their freebies didnõt care. She told herself she didnõt care, either, and kept her 
lips and tongue busy. 
  
She choked a few times on unexpected spurts, gagged a few times at ripe smells and bitter 
tastes, and felt wonderfully humiliated and negated by the end of a couple hours. The back of 
her throat felt bruised and sore, her jaw felt sprung, and her slut level was at an all-time high.  
  
--Sheõs had enough, look at her, bitch canõt even focus her eyes. Reminds me of that one at 
Spring Break, you remem-- 
  
--Maybe sheõs up for a party now that sheõs loosened up. 
  
She heard this and got to her feet but a big hand pushed her down onto the toilet seat again.  
She looked up and said, --Fuck off. 
  
--Sure, babe. First, though, youõre gonna fuck me and my buddies. Whatcha say? You horny for 
it after feasting on all that cum? 
  
--Feasting? a buddy laughed. Man, youõre so high. --We got a van outside, another one said, his 
face slack with lust. His pimples glowed like lava.  
  
Diana heard herself say, --Sure, all three at once. Letõs get this over with so I can dance before 
the nightõs over. 
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They escorted her from the bathroom. As she stepped into the crashing noise of the rave, bodies 
milling, conversational snippets flying like shrapnel as she was hustled through the crowds, 
Diana stumbled. She was tired. Exhausted, really. And she was numb. 
 
This came in handy when, a few minutes later, she found herself stripped and laying in the back 
of a van, a cock in her mouth, another in her pussy, and another trying to jam itself up her ass. 
She wiggled and moaned for them and let all three fuck her cunt, then got them off with some 
hand and lip action and, finally, said, --Whereõs my clothes? 
  
They laughed and zipped up and tossed her the dress sheõd worn. Her underwear was gone, no 
doubt copped by one of the bastards for later sniffing and wanking.   
  
That people behaved this way towards each other did not surprise her. If their Creator could 
give them afflictions like cancer, why expect anything less than callous cruelty from mere 
mortals? 
  
The crass atmosphere in the van and at the rave suddenly repulsed her. She wasnõt sure what 
appealed to her just then but certainly not more of the same. 
  
As she staggered from the van, her thighs sprung and bruised, she thought, --Jesus, what have I 
done to myself? 
  
Thoughts of sexually transmitted diseases flitted across her numb mind like bats in moonlight.  
A CD player in a car with the windows cracked to let out the pot smoke played òShake Your 
Money Makeró as she passed it. The car was shaking, too. 
  
She wondered if she should at least have charged five bucks each. At least then sheõd have more 
to show for the night than a sick stomach and a hurt body.  
  
As she dragged into the house her motherõs voice echoed down the staircase. --Where have you 
been? Itõs a school night. 
  
--Yeah, Mom. I know. Iõm sorry. Was out with Melissa and Betty. Iõll go straight to bed now, 
ôkay? 
  
--You okay, honey? You sound exhausted. 
  
--Yeah, Iõm fine. 
  
Diana went to the kitchen and got herself some cold cereal and milk for a very late supper. She 
wondered how much longer her mother would be  alive, and then wondered if she could maybe 
die before her Mom did.  
  
That made her feel somewhat better as she drifted off to sleep, imagining not having to be here 
without her mother.  
  
Next morning she didnõt hear the alarm clock and woke up late. If she hurried she might make 
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her second class. Her throat hurt and her head ached. She got up, peed, then threw up in the 
sink. She didnõt look too closely at what came up but it didnõt wash down the sink easily and 
she had to use her fingers to clump it and toss it into the toilet.  
  
Undigested cereal, she figured. 
  
That was about when she realized that her mother had not awakened her. Usually when she 
didnõt hear the alarm her mother did, and came in gently to shake her awake. 
  
Diana, alarmed, went to her motherõs room. 
  
--Mom? You awake? She pushed the door open and poked her head into the room. An acrid 
scent of methane made her wrinkle her nose. She opened the door widely and entered.   
  
Her mother lay flat on her back with her head cocked toward the wall. She was breathing in 
harsh gasps through her open mouth.  
  
--Mom? You okay? 
  
--Mm?  
  
Diana let herself ease back from panic as her motherõs eyes fluttered open. --Oh, Diana, whatõs 
the matter, honey?   
  
--I donõt feel good, Mom. Iõm going to skip school today I think.  
  
Still not moving, her mother gave a weak smile. --You want me to call the school? 
  
--No, Mom. Thatõs okay. Iõll take care of it. 
  
Diana left the room and went downstairs, where she started some coffee and called the school 
to say that Diana Wilson would not be in today due to a flu. The nurse had no idea she was not 
speaking to Dianaõs mother and said Fine. 
  
Diana watched the coffee drip for a bit, then noticed she hadnõt gotten dressed yet. She ran 
upstairs and got into her jeans and a sweater.   
  
As her head came out from inside the sweater an idea came to her: Murder - suicide. 
  
She could kill her mother, then herself. 
  
That would take care of things neatly. Neither would have pain. Neither would have to pretend 
to like sex. Neither would have to suck up to men for handouts anymore.  
  
She wished her fucking father hadnõt divorced them for that bimbo. If he were still around 
maybe itõd be different. 
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Maybe not, though. He thinks with his dick like any other male, so what woul d change? She 
realized, her heart lurching, that she was daydreaming again. Just like a stupid girl, she 
thought, hating herself all the more for such weak -mindedness. 
  
What was needed was hardheaded realism. 
  
She could give her mother soup for an early lunch, soup with a lot of pills in it. Kill her that 
way, then drink some herself, lay down beside her mother, and just drift off.  
  
That sounded so good. A long trip into oblivion was just what she needed.  
  
--Diana, can you give me a hand? 
  
Diana jumped  at the mention of her name. She went to her motherõs room and found pills 
scattered on the floor.   
  
Her mother looked sheepish as she sat on the edge of the bed. --Iõm sorry, dropped the bottle 
and they just went everywhere.  
  
--They sure did. You okay, Mom? --Got dizzy when I tried to pick them up, thatõs all. 
  
--Iõll get ôem, donõt worry. Diana dropped to her knees, a position she was getting way too 
familiar with, and gathered pills. They were the weird speckled blue ones; werenõt they 
powerful? What  were they doing up here, anyway? Werenõt all the meds in the cabinet above 
the kitchen counter? 
  
--Iõm sorry, honey. I should never have-- Diana realized then what her mother thought she had 
discovered; that her mother had maybe tried, maybe just considered, suicide by overdose. 
  
--Mom, when did you do this?  Her mother hung her head, tears flowing like a trickle of 
embalming fluid from a leaky corpse. --Last night, Diana. While you were out with your 
friends. 
  
--Mom, I was at a rave. 
  
Her mother  looked puzzled. --Dance, right? 
  
Diana sighed. --Yeah, Mom. Itõs a kind of dance. Here, letõs get you dressed and weõll go 
downstairs and set you up on the couch, okay? Itõs almost time for THE PRICE IS RIGHT. 
  
--Okay. Iõm sorry Iõm so weak. 
  
--Itõs not your fault, Mom.   
  
--Still. I canõt help thinking about things now, and I remembered when I was a little girl. I was 
playing up in the attic at my grandparentsõ house. It was winter, too cold to play outside, way 
too much snow. I was looking out the wi ndow at the drifts, thinking how pretty they were, 
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when my grandfather came up behind me and asked if I saw that fly.  
  
--Itõs a February Fly, Angel, he told me. Most flies only live three days, did you know that?  And 
most live in summer, when they can fi nd something to eat. But this guy here? Heõs a February 
Fly. Know what that means? 
  
--When I told him no, I didnõt understand what it meant, he smiled and got a funny look on his 
face and looked past me, through the window, to the snow. Means they feast on whatever dies 
in winter, if theyõre lucky. 
  
--I never asked him what if they were unlucky, but now I think maybe I know.  
  
Diana just stood there. She was stunned in some way she didnõt understand, as if her body got 
the story while her mind was still s orting out the images, vocal tones, and word choices. 
  
--Youõre a good girl, her mother said, as she was helped by her only child down the stairs to the 
couch, where she got situated under the quilt her own grandmother had made for her by hand 
out of scraps of clothes worn out by other family members whoõd helped work the farm theyõd 
once owned. 
  
Diana thought, No, Mom, Iõm a very bad girl, but that didnõt feel right. She said, --Iõll get you 

some soup, okay?ΟAs she heated it her brain caught up with her body in understanding the 
story and she figured maybe she was just another February Fly, like everyone else. Would she 
be one of the lucky ones who got to feast? Or would she end up a dry husk on the windowsill, 
unable to reach the outside world? 
  
Lifeõs short no matter what, so it was her choice. She could find a way to cope and now she 
knew it. It was a comfort knowing the pills were there, would always be there.  
  
--You going out today? her mother asked. 
  
Diana shook her head, thinking, Not today, alth ough there is always tomorrow. --Got too much 
homework. And for once she actually meant it. All the sudden she wanted to learn as much as 
she could so maybe the world wouldnõt push her around so much. 
  
She promised herself sheõd take care of her mother as long as it took, no matter what, and when 
that was done sheõd take care of herself, one way or another, maybe find a way to get beyond 
the glass. To fly free and find a better feast of her own if she could, or to free herself of the 
feastõs burden if not. 
  
Just then, though, she took soup in to her mother and had some herself, and she left the pills 

out.
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PROCEDURE 769: CDC# B66883 
 

By Díre McCain  
 

A supernatural tale based on real people and events...  
 

ANALYST: The subject was born in Fort Bragg, North Carolina 

three months premature, after his alcoholic father ï a decorated 

World War II Veteran ï had kicked the subjectôs alcoholic mother 

in the abdomen so forc efully she began to hemorrhage. An act 

that would set the precedent for the subjectôs harrowing 

childhood, during which he would suffer regular beatings at the 

hands of both parents.  

 

April 20, 1992 6:26 PM PDT 

 

OPERATOR: òI have a collect call from Robert Alton Harris, an inmate at San Quentin State Prison. 

Do you accept the charges?ó 

 

ROBERT ALTON HARRIS: Eleven hours and thirty -one minutes. Shoulda been five hours and 

thirty -one minutes, but all them people still tryinõ to save me only delayed my fate. Need 

someone to claim my remains, thatõs all, ainõt askinõ for the world. Been waitinõ to die since 

before I was born. Now the Grim Reaperõs knockinõ at my door, and nobodyõll step up to the 

plate. Cousin Samõs my last hope, but when he opened his mouth, I knew it was a lost cause. He 

was fucked up, and I was fucked, destined for Boot Hill, with the likes of Bluebeard Watson and 

William Kogut, to spend eternity stuck in Hell.  

 

VICTIM:  It was the morning after Fourth of July. My best friend and I were going fishing. We 

stopped at Jack in the Box first to get some food. We were eating in the car when two men 

walked up.  
 

At age two, the subjectôs father flogged the subject with a 

bamboo sti ck, breaking the subjectôs jaw. It was the first of 

several serious injuries sustained during the subjectôs 

childhood.  

 

All these years, everybody thinkinõ I wasnõt sorry for killinõ them two boys, thinkinõ I was 

chickenshit, not wantinõ to meet the maker. Hell, I ainõt denyinõ what I done was wrong, and I 

come to terms with dyinõ, but the stories I heard ôbout the hereafter up on that Hillõs enough to 

make the toughest son of a bitch cringe.   

 

One of them had a gun. He told us to let him in the car, so we did. He held the gun at us and 

said to start driving. He said he wasnõt going to hurt us. The other man followed in their car. I 

didnõt know where we were going or why, but I was really scared.  



136 
 

Even meals in the subjectôs home were a continual source of 

trauma and abuse. While at the dinner table, if the subject 

reached for something without his fatherôs permission, the 

subjectôs father would drive a fork through the subjectôs hand. 

The subject would then be forbidden to eat another bite until he 

had ñlearned his lessonò ï often resulting in several days of 

starvation.   

 

Goddamn story of my life. Ainõt had real food since 1978. Now I got one foot in the grave, and 

here comes the pizza, the fried chicken, the works. Cigarettes been like bullion all these years, 

and now Iõm sittinõ on a case, just like that. And the new duds. Why the heck they think a 

condemned man needs new duds is beyond me. All I care aboutõs not windinõ up on that Hill. 

They say itõs like Purgatory, only worse, ôcause it ainõt temporary, youõre stuck there for all 

eternity, sufferinõ in ways you ainõt never suffered in your worst nightmares. 

 

When we reached the Lake, the man told us to pull in and stop the car. Then he told us to get 

out and start walking. He followed us with the gun held to our backs. He joked and laughed a 

lot, and kept promising that he wouldnõt hurt us. He said he just wanted the car and that weõd 

be free to go. We believed him, and kept walking. 

 

ñRecreationò was equally abusive and traumatic. The subjectôs 

fatherôs idea of Hide- and- Seek was to give the subject and his 

eight siblings a half hour to hide outside the house, before 

hunti ng them down with a loaded shotgun, threatening to shoot 

anyone who was found.  

 

Just after three, new duds on, stomach full of grease, lungs full of nicotine, they come get me. 

Strap me in, release the dogs. Ready to roll, even tell ôem so. Look around, see ôem all here 

watchinõ, every one of ôem I wronged. No more get outta jail free cards, my numberõs up, itõd 

take a goddamn miracle to save me now. Got no choice but to suck it up and take it like a man. 

 

òPULL IT.ó 

 

I heard a loud popping sound. Then I felt a hot burning sensation in my back. A few seconds 

later, I heard another loud popping sound. Then I felt another hot burning sensation, but in my 

head. I fell down. I couldnõt see or move. But I could hear. I could hear the man laughing. 

 

A few months p rior to the subjectôs tenth birthday, the family 

relocated to a farm labor camp in the San Joaquin Valley. It was 

there that the subjectôs eldest sister was arrested for theft 

and sent to juvenile hall, where she revealed yet another form 

of abuse in the H arris home.  

 

The subjectôs father habitually molested the subjectôs sisters, 

often forcing the subject to watch. The subject described one 
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incident in particular, when his father tried to force the 

subject to take part in the assault. When the subject was unable 

to achieve an erection, presumably due to the atrocious nature 

of the situation, he was castigated and beaten unconscious, then 

lock ed in a closet for several hours.  

 

In early 1963, the subjectôs father was deemed a sex offender 

and sent to Atascadero State Hospital for a year and a half. 

Upon his release, t he habitual molestation resumed, until the 

end of 1964, when he was caught in the act by police officers 

who had gone out to the house on a domestic violence call. 

Shortly thereafter, the subjectôs father was convicted and 

incarcerated for the crimes.   

 

Ten minutes into it, another no go. They cut me loose, and here I am, back in that cell, eatinõ 

jelly beans, smokinõ Camels, waitinõ to die. Reckon it might never happen, but scared to let my 

guard down, ôcause in the backa my mind, that Hillõs still bellowinõ at me, like a lion at feedinõ 

time.   

 

I heard my best friend scream. It sounded like he was running away. Then I heard two more 

popping sounds. The man started laughing again. I was never more scared in my life. I felt the 

man standing over me. I could hear him breathing. I wanted to get up and run, but I still 

couldnõt see or move. He pushed my body with his foot and asked me if I was dead yet. I wished 

my dad was there. He would have killed the man and rescued us, I know it.  

 

With the subjectôs father in prison, the Harris family migrated 

up and down the valley for two years. Then the subjectôs mother 

moved the subject and five of his siblings to Sacramento, where 

she took up with a new mate.  By now, the subject had already 

embarked on a life of cr ime, and before long, was sent to 

juvenile hall for stealing a car. In 1967, the subjectôs mother 

abandoned him altogether, claiming he was too difficult to rear 

any longer. The subject, now fourteen, was left to fend for 

himself.  

 

They say itõs a pitch-dark wasteland, canõt see a goddamn thing, canõt move neither. Like that 

picture, Johnny Got His Gun, ôcept worse, ôcause your smellinõ and hearinõs stronger than a 

hound dogõs. The stench of death, your own flesh rottinõ away, swallows you whole, and every 

sound cuts through your ears and into your brain, like an ice pick beinõ drove through your 

head. Worst part of allõs whatõs happeninõ inside your head turns into a big olõ TV, ôcept the 

only programminõ is your worst pains and traumas. Ainõt no off switch neither, it just keeps on 

goinõ and goinõ and goinõ, playinõ over and over again. 

 

The man walked away. I heard the car start and burn rubber. The laughing stopped. It was 

quiet, so quiet it hurt my ears. I was going to die. I thought about my Mom and wha t it would 
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do to her. And my sister and my brother. I wished Iõd stayed home that day. I wished I stayed 

home. I. Wished. Iõd. Stayed. Home. 
 

The subject made his way to Oklahoma, where one of his brothers 

and one of his sisters resided. After several more  run - ins with 

the law, the subject spent the next four years as a ward of 

various federal reformatories, where he was diagnosed as 

schizophrenic with suicidal and homicidal tendencies.  

 

When the subject reached adulthood, he was released from 

custody. Wit h fifty dollars in his pocket and a one - way bus 

ticket, he headed back to Southern California, where his father 

now resided. The subject soon found work and started a family, 

but within three years, had fallen back on his old ways.  

 

Coupla hours later, batter up, home run. ôCept I ainõt ready to go no more, and it ainõt just the 

thoughta that Hill waitinõ for me. Last thing I seen was that boyõs father glarinõ at me, hatinõ me 

for what I done to his boy, wishinõ me dead ten times over.  

 

òIõm sorry.ó 

 

The police came later that night. I wondered how they found us. They left us lying there for a 

long time while they walked around doing their work. They talked about how tragic it was. 

Tragic. That was the word they kept using. I kept hoping it was a nightmare.  I tried and tried 

and tried to wake up, but I couldnõt. I just lay there, memories spilling out of my head, like the 

blood Iõd felt trickling down my neck. My little brotherõs birth. School. Learning how to ride a 

bike. Learning how to drive. My friends. The girl I wanted to ask out. I thought about the future 

that would never be. I would never have a job, go to college, marry, have children, 

grandchildren. It felt like forever before the police put us in those bags and loaded our bodies 

into the van.  

 

It is believed that the subjectôs intense anger and hostility 

toward other living things ï humans and animals alike ï can be 

attributed to the relentless cycle of terror and abuse, which 

began while the subject was still in his motherôs womb. The 

subject e xhibited violent tendencies at an uncommonly young age. 

As an adolescent, the subject took great pleasure in torturing 

and killing neighborhood cats, a crime which led to his first 

arrest. It was not long before the subject had moved on to 

humans.  

 

Could feel my body thrashinõ around as the poison seeped in, but my mind was sufferinõ more. 

Them stories yõhear ôbout folksõ lives flashinõ before their eyes when theyõre dyinõ, like a picture 

show? All true, ôcept there werenõt no happy scenes in my picture. Thought about Pa stickinõ 

that shotgun in his mouth, takinõ the easy way out. Werenõt no easy way for me. Hung on for 
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seventeen minutes. They said sixteen, but that last was the killer, felt like a thousand. Before I 

know it, they got me stuffed in th at giant Ziploc. And Iõm gone from this life, for good, just like 

that, headed for that Hill.  

 

In 1975, the subject was convicted and incarcerated for the 

voluntary manslaughter of his next - door neighbor, who was also 

the roommate of the subjectôs brother. The victim was beaten to 

death, allegedly without provocation, while the subject cruelly 

mocked him for being unmanly. The subject then cut off the 

victimôs hair, before dousing him with lighter fluid and 

throwing matches on him. At the scene, the subject  claimed he 

was acting in self - defense on behalf of the victimôs wife, 

alleging that the victim had threatened her with a knife. The 

subject later retracted his statement, shifting the blame onto 

his brother, claiming he had only confessed to protect him ï a 

maneuver that would be repeated, with a different brother, three 

years down the road. The subject was paroled in January of 1978. 

Five months and 26 days later, he would kill again.  

 

But I wasnõt dead. Not inside. 

 

 
 

From A Dream Of Stone (and other ghost stories) published by Apophenia, and available to purchase 

at Amazon: http://www.amazon.com/Dream -Stone-Other -Ghost -Stories/dp/061581459X 
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