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Front Cover – George Grosz – The Pillars of Society – 1926

The career of George Grosz is the perfect example of an artist's life tied insep-
arably to the historical, social and political movements of the age and lived in 
response to them. Grosz was born on 26 July 1893 in Berlin, three years after 
Chancellor Bismarck's dismissal by Kaiser Wilhelm II. Growing up in the 
Kaiser's empire, Grosz volunteered on the outbreak of war in 1914 but in 1915 
was discharged, unfit for service; in 1917 he was called up again, only to be 
discharged for good soon after. Following the revolution in Russia, an artists' 
association, the "November Group" was established in Berlin in 1918, and Grosz 
joined. At the end of that year he became a member of the Communist Party. His 
drawings, tartly critical of society, appeared in various Malik publications; 
Grosz also produced portfolios and books. In 1921 he was prosecuted for 
defamation of the Reichswehr (army); in 1924 for offences against public 
morality; in 1928 for blasphemy. In 1932, invited to lecture to the Arts Student 
League in New York, Grosz visited the USA, and the following year emigrated 
there together with his wife. In the American years, Grosz retreated somewhat 
from his former positions; his analyses of the age took on a generalized 
apocalyptic tone, and, apparently becoming resigned, he turned increasingly to 
landscape painting. In the late 20s and early 30s, and in America, Grosz's subject 
matter and style underwent a change. In the context of the period, and as part of 
his own development, the change was consistent. Philosopher Gunther Anders 
has observed of Grosz's post-1930 art: "No one was more aware than Grosz 
himself of how absurd it would have been to persist in lambasting targets that 
were already figures of the past or forgotten ghosts of yesteryear."
Two statements Grosz made early in his career highlight the continuity in his 
thought. In 1917 he co-founded the Berlin wing of the Dada movement. Every 
member was assigned a function, Grosz's being designated as "propa-gandada". 
On his calling card, under his job description, was printed the question, "What 
shall I think tomorrow?"

George Grosz 1893-1959 Ivo Kranzfelder
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EDITORIAL

STICKY BEAKING

I once asked Tom Kilcourse if a story he written about an incestuous 
conjunction between two adolescent oiks was autobiographical. 
Later it occurred to me that this was a monstrous slander but Tom 
calmly pointed out that it wasn’t and that he’d got it out of the 
Manchester Evening News. The reader’s natural nosiness – or sticky-
beaking as they say in Oz – inclines to such inquiries. An extreme 
position would be to consider all creative writing autobiographical. 
Well, up to a point; it should explore the author’s conflicts and 
anxieties but we’re pretty sure Dostoievsky never killed a 
pawnbroker, or that Nabokov wasn’t a paedophile, or that Thomas 
Hardy never sold his wife on the market (like our Tom he too got the 
story from the newspaper). 

Tom describes such productions as “self indulgent exercises in 
nostalgia, of interest to nobody.” But he relents and has embarked on 
an autobiography which promises to slag off family life. The 1960’s 
guru and shrink Ronnie Laing thought something similar. Tom’s 
opening sentence could have been “All happy families are alike but 
an unhappy family is unhappy in its own way” if it hadn’t been used 
already. Personally, call me a nosey git, I’d rather read such 
confessions than detective stories or sci-fi fantasies – the trick is to 
be honest and analytical. Not a lot to ask – just bare your soul, let it 
bleed, and even if the reader nods off you’ll feel better for it.

Other Oik contributors are obviously in this vein. I know John Lee’s 
account of National Service is true and am pretty sure that Allen 
Edgar Pooe is exorcising some workplace spectre. Tanner, 
Liverpool’s answer to Céline, is horribly veracious as is Nigel Ford 
in his poetry if not in his more arcane prose inventions. Ken 
Champion is the metropolitan psychologist James Kent but does he 
really meet these strange patients or are they projections of himself? 
And did a cockney yob really push a jack handle into his throat in a 
road rage barney? We want to know. I’m convinced too that the Arab 
experience is accurately reflected in the stories of Muhammed Kheir. 
Rowing back a bit from these certainties I’m less sure that Peter 
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Street had his tea thrown out the window and am fairly certain S. 
Kadison hasn’t embezzled two million quid. I deduce that Dave 
Birtwistle yearns for the simple life of Walden pond but I know he 
doesn’t have a huge four by four or a Jag, or even an iPhone come to 
that.

And what does it all mean anyway? The great nineteenth century 
French critic Sainte Beuve made a reputation out of aligning the 
biographical data with the constructed masterpiece but if you look in 
the Pléiade catalogue today you’ll see that most of his crits are out of 
print - dead, bankrupt, epuisé. Proust thought he was a nosey sticky-
beaker and wrote a whole book to prove it. And we know for certain 
that Proust, unlike his narrator Marcel, never had a girl locked up for 
years in his bedroom. But the impulse to sticky beak is still there – 
just how much of this stuff is true? And where do we find these 
riveting revelations now that the News of the World has been so 
cruelly taken from us? In the Oik perhaps?

Ken Clay July  2012
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NOT A FAMILY MAN
Tom Kilcourse

Introduction 

The writing of this project has seen several false beginnings over a 
number of years. The most recent effort sustained four drafted 
chapters before abandonment, which came despite gaining very 
positive feedback from people who read them. Indeed, the editor of a 
magazine that publishes my short stories urged me to press on with 
the project. The problem was one of attitude, a feeling that writing an 
autobiography is egotistical. I asked myself who would wish to read 
about my life. The four drafts were reasonably well written, but 
pouring over them left me uninspired. They appeared as self 
indulgent exercises in nostalgia, of interest to nobody. 

What changed my mind was the realisation that this self indulgence 
might not be pointless. The purpose perhaps lay not with the reading 
of it, but in the writing. The chapters I had written failed to inspire 
because they were written to catch the readers’ attention. They read 
like a catalogue of incidents and events involving a number of people 
known to me in the distant past. What was missing was any real 
sense of purpose in the writing, other than possibly to entertain, or 
stimulate nostalgia in others. The focus was on what might achieve 
that in the reader. A sense of purpose arrived with the insight that the 
project was worth writing, not to see it in print or to amuse others, 
but as a vehicle for discovery, both of my self and of people to whom 
I owe so much. Only when I began to write about the grandmother 
who gave me years of undemanding love did I come to realise how 
little of her I know. I hope that writing this will make her less of an 
enigma. 

I am aware, of course, that my purpose in writing my story may 
prove as no more substantial than the wish to be seen in print. Yet I 
shall set off on the journey to discover what it is that makes me odd, 
why I share few of the views and interests of the people I know: 
people I like. We are all the result of our experience to a large 
degree, our character formed by events and relationships. Central to 
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that formation is the family, an institution in which so much faith is 
placed by so many. Yet it is a morally neutral institution, no better or 
worse than the people within it. That may be self evident to someone 
raised within a conventional family, but it is not obvious to those 
who did not have that experience. In our culture we are surrounded 
by images that present a cosy view of the family, believing it the best 
environment per se in which to raise children. Those images can be 
seductive to someone who has not lived a normal family life, 
creating in them unrealistic expectations of what belonging would be 
like. Discovery of the reality can come as a shock. 

The family can be as destructive of character as it can be a builder. It 
can smother individual development, frustrating natural inclinations 
by distorting people into a model constructed by others. I liken it to 
those learning toys that invite a child to place shaped pieces of ply 
into the identical shapes cut into a board. If one’s peculiar shape is 
not on offer on the family board, one must either change shape or 
remain a misfit. For someone not raised in a conventional family, the 
situation can be unexpected. The problem is partly one of definition. 
I defined ‘family’ as the immediate household, whereas others 
include certain relatives in their definition. The influence of this 
extended family can be pernicious, and a surprise. 

I was not moulded by parents a generation ahead of me, but by 
grandparents who were in their sixties before I arrived in their care. 
It was not the type of family environment in which my 
contemporaries developed, so my view of family life was gained 
second-hand, so to speak. Consequently, I grew up with a false 
image of what the institution offered, and demanded. That error did 
much to shape my adult life. In today’s world where the advertising 
industry and others continue to present family life as near idyllic, the 
growing number of young people whose life has denied them such an 
experience may develop 

NOT A FAMILY MAN PART 1

Late one September evening in 1936 a dance-mad sensualist went a 
tango too far with an Irish Guardsman and I was conceived, probably 
round the back of Failsworth’s Palais-de-Danse. Some months later, 
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guardsman Tommy Kilcourse was joined in wedlock to heavily 
pregnant Elsie Brandwood before the altar of Saint Mary’s Roman 
Catholic church, and the less than ecstatic couple took up residence 
in their rented two-up and two-down terraced house in Harpurhey, 
Manchester. A little before midnight on May the tenth 1937 I was 
delivered into this world somewhere in the bowels of Crumpsall 
Hospital. The pregnancy had run its full term, so I weighed in, 
physically strong, at ten pounds, four ounces.
I am blessed, or cursed, with a memory that contains records of 
events when I was an infant, not as a sequential recollection, but in 
the form of snapshots, or disjointed mental video clips. For instance, 
I recall someone sticking their head under the hood of my pram, and 
withdrawing it rapidly when I began to scream. My mother was 
visiting some friends of my father who owned a little corner shop in 
the back streets of Newton Heath, in Manchester. My parents were 
still on speaking terms at the time. She had parked my pram outside 
the shop and some well intentioned passer-by disturbed my slumbers 
with her idiotic diddums-do act.
I say ‘or cursed’ because some of those vivid reminders of my early 
life prevent me from creating a more comfortable, romanticised 
fantasy concerning my origins and childhood. Mine was not a tale of 
loving parents devoted to their child’s welfare, but of infidelity, 
neglect and violence. The violence was not directed at me, though a 
sweep of my father’s arm did once propel me backwards into the 
fireplace. Luckily for me, and him, the grate was cold at the time. 
Even that act was not intentional. His target was my mother who he 
accused of straying during his absence in the army. The row led to 
punches being thrown and I, a noble two-year old, leapt to mother’s 
defence. Father swept me aside and, upon seeing the outcome, left 
the house. I don’t believe he ever returned.
In truth, his accusation of infidelity was justified, as I could attest 
with my own eyes. I was having my afternoon nap one day when a 
noise from below wakened me. Being more attached to my mother 
than she was to me, I climbed from my cot and crawled down the 
stairs, at the foot of which the door to the living room stood slightly 
ajar. I looked through the gap to see that my mother was already 
occupied, with a stranger. They had clearly not heard my descent, 
and some instinct told me not to interrupt the proceedings, so I 
turned around and returned up the stairs, wondering why my mother 
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was placed upside down in a fireside chair.
Having an absent father and a sybaritic mother, my early 
development occurred on a do-it-yourself basis. My playground was 
the gutter of the cobbled street, where I crawled around unattended 
by any adult. Whether mother’s daily absence was caused by the 
demands of work or pleasure, or a bit of each, I know not, but absent 
she was. For a brief period I was attended to by a neighbour’s 
daughter, a girl of about thirteen, but as my mother’s promised 
payments did not materialise the neighbour terminated the 
agreement, abruptly. I recall the day the girl was called in for tea 
and, as I tried to follow, the door closed in my face.
The DIY phase of my development was brought to an end by Mrs. 
Barton, a lady running an open-all-hours shop directly opposite our 
house. Having rather old-fashioned ideas on child rearing, this lady 
made it her business to intervene by alerting my maternal 
grandmother to my daily scrabbling in the gutter. Born in 1876, 
Annie Brandwood shared the shop-keepers old-fashioned 
reservations, and took me under her wing. I don’t believe my mother 
considered it a great sacrifice to allow me to move in with Annie and 
her husband Ted, two years her junior. My absence allowed her more 
freedom to pursue her interests, though my presence had barely 
constrained her.
I have no recollection of the move itself, but do remember my early 
years with the elderly couple with considerable warmth. Indeed, that 
period provided me with my first happy memories.

Our Gang
The only thing the members of our gang had in common was the 
proximity of our homes. We differed greatly in parental background, 
material possessions and other influences on how we experienced 
childhood. Pete’s father was a businessman, owning a tripe shop in 
Church Street and a tripe works where he produced the stuff to be 
sold wholesale to other outlets such as butchers’ shops. 
Consequently, Pete, and his two brothers, were materially better off 
than most of us. The family had a car and a bungalow at Prestatyn in 
North Wales where they spent their holidays. I remember that family 
largely for its firsts. They were the first people I knew to have a 
television set, and a home cinema with canvas screen and a projector. 
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Pete’s older brother, David, was the first person known to me who 
went to university.  He ended up working on Britain’s rocket 
programme at Woomera in Australia.
Despite their relative wealth, Pete’s parents were generally 
welcoming of the other kids, inviting us into their home, tolerating 
our occasional visits to the tripe works, and taking us to the cinema 
on Saturday afternoon in the car. They were chapel folk and did their 
best to display Christian attitudes to the rougher members of the 
pack. Their generosity extended to me, in the early years at least. At 
some point in her life Pete’s mother had taken elocution lessons, so 
acquiring what seemed to me a very posh accent. This set her apart 
from everyone else we knew and gave her a special aura. In later 
years I came to realise that her affected enunciation only thinly 
disguised a northern accent. She was a rather plump woman, a fact 
that led to a moment of intense embarrassment for me. I had 
remarked to Pete that his mother was fat, something that he reported 
to her in my presence a little while later. To her eternal credit, she 
simply smiled and said ‘but I am, love’.
Their tolerance was occasionally misplaced. I remember when a 
number of us were allowed into the tripe works one weekend. We 
were shown how the stuff was produced, large sheets of it placed in 
concrete baths filled with bleach. For a little while we were left 
unattended by adults, and three or four of the lads relieved their 
bladders onto the tripe. I never touched the stuff after that, even 
though Grandma often bought it for tea. She judged my refusal of the 
meal as simply another sign of a childish food fad, which was 
fortunate. Had she challenged me I would probably have told her the 
truth and risked spoiling grandad’s enjoyment of his supper.
Two other members of the gang, Derek and Alan, also came from a 
respectable, chapel going family. They also had a car and were 
relatively affluent. The car might have belonged to their father’s 
employers: he was a salesman of some kind. Derek and Alan were 
twins, though they did not resemble each other in the slightest. 
Physically and behaviourally they were as different as chalk from 
cheese. Derek was a big, strong lad with a fairly laid back attitude. 
Alan was slighter and of a nervous disposition. Some in the gang 
thought he was sneaky, though I don’t know why he gave that 
impression. Their parents, the Thompsons, knew Pete’s parents well 
as they attended the same chapel, but they did not display the same 
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tolerance. The twins were made to attend chapel every Sunday, 
whereas Pete was left to decide for himself.
My best mate in the gang was a ginger haired lad called Geoff, who 
lived just two doors away from me in the same terrace. Though 
living with his mother and father Geoff was left largely to look after 
himself. His mother didn’t have a job, but it was rare for Geoff to 
find her in the house when he came home from school. Usually, she 
could be found in one of the prefabs that were built after the war on 
the croft facing our houses. She spent hours there, chewing the fat 
with her friend. Geoff had to pass the prefab on his way home from 
school, but he would walk by under instructions not to disturb her. 
Nobody locked their front door in those days, so he had no difficulty 
getting into the empty house, which usually smelt of stale cabbage.
Just as the house betrayed neglect, so too did Geoff. Standing close 
to him one could sometimes detect a distinct pong, and he had the 
most impressive tidemark that I ever saw. The disc of his face was 
clean enough, but his neck and behind his ears bore an undisturbed 
coating of grime. I was caught out with Geoff in the rain one day and 
I recall the black rivulets running down his face from the hairline. It 
was easy to see why some people felt sorry for Geoff. Even I was 
taken on holiday for a week each year by Bill and my mother, but 
Geoff had never seen the sea until Pete’s parents invited him to 
spend a week with them in their Prestatyn bungalow. He was twelve 
years old by then.
Geoff’s father had a job, doing what I know not, but he rarely arrived 
home without having spent some time, and money, in the Church 
Inn. He was a little man who always appeared shabby, and by the 
standards of the time and place that was shabby. As we played in the 
street we often saw him making his way home in the evening, bleary 
eyed and swaying. He would pass us without so much as a glance in 
his son’s direction.
Geoff was neglected, but he was not subjected to violence within the 
family, or so I believe. That cannot be said of another boy in the 
gang, Ron, whose father had been a boxer in the army, as had mine. 
In those days most of the kids were expected to do something around 
the house to earn their pocket money. One of my chores was to clean 
grandad’s boots, for which I was given sixpence. Such tasks were 
seen by the adults as necessary preparation for a life of work. In 
Ron’s case his chores were not simply educational. His father was a 
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hard little man whose damaged face betrayed his experience in the 
boxing ring. Life had been hard on him, and he probably believed he 
was doing Ron a favour by making life hard for the boy. Commonly, 
when one of us called to see if Ron could play out we were told that 
he was busy.
On leaving the army Ron’s father had set up his own business, 
renting some premises where he made firelighters consisting of four 
sticks of firewood bound with wire around a handful of paraffin 
soaked wood shavings. He also had a horse and four-wheeled cart 
that he used to distribute his product to shops in the area, and to 
some households. We kids were sometimes allowed to ride on the 
cart as he did his rounds and Ron’s father could be quite affable at 
times, but we were all aware of the rough time he sometimes gave 
his son. It was little wonder that on the occasions he was allowed out 
to play, Ron was noticeably more subdued than the rest of us. As 
soon as he left school, at fifteen, he joined the Royal Navy and left 
home.
Another lad who joined the Navy as a boy seaman was Tommy 
Hines, whose mother had died when he and his younger brother were 
quite small. Thereafter, his father, who had a window cleaning 
round, brought the two boys up alone.
These were the core members of the gang who were around when I 
moved to Newton Heath as an infant. Therefore, I don’t remember 
when and how we first came together. It seemed that we had always 
been together and we believed that the future would see us as 
lifelong mates. The reality was quite different, but we did knock 
around together into our teen years.
To put Ron’s experience into a proper context, it is fair to say that 
corporal punishment in the home was quite normal. Even old Ted 
kept a taws in a sideboard drawer for use when my behaviour called 
for disciplinary action. He rarely used it, partly because I made it my 
business to hide the thing, leaving it in its drawer, but tucking it 
under some linen and out of sight. In an age when people believed 
that ‘to spare the rod is to spoil the child’ nobody thought it 
exceptional to get a whack from the leather, either at home or in 
school.

To be continued
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YEARS OF A BASEMENT 
Allan Edgar Pooe

A simple hierarchy existed in the basement. Phil Anderson was Boss. 
A tall chinless chap whose small watery pink eyes gazed 
judgementally from thick powerful spectacles. An expressionless 
face with clean-shaven slabby jowls. Years in Africa administering 
an outpost of the British Empire had confirmed in him the 
confidence to direct local natives with polite contempt. The hominid 
variants he encountered upon returning to England were treated with 
the same pragmatic disrespect.

By the 1990s he had been boss for two decades. He had the county 
sewn up. How had his career reached such dizzying heights? Clearly 
he had cut through the ranks of archaeologists like the proverbial hot 
knife through butter, but how did he get there?

As the 1960s were running out of steam our thrusting young hero 
seeking archaeological fulfilment swung into town in his groovy 
Austin Champ, an expensive open-top Jeep. Contemporaneous 
young chaps rode bicycles or thumbed for lifts, but Anderson was 
from a ‘comfortable’ family. His gentlemanly manner gained him the 
role of second in command at the recently formed Archaeological 
Unit. With vigour and dedication he set about unearthing the ancient 
remains of Roman Cesschester. His skill with a shovel became 
legend. He could be out of sight in a deep excavation with shovel-
loads of airborne earth landing rhythmically in a distant 
wheelbarrow. He never missed. 

He bought a modest house overlooking the quay and installed 
himself therein, bizarrely content to sleep on piles of newspaper on 
the bare floorboards of an upstairs room. This was beyond bohemian 
and confused even the most progressive hippies that shared his 
home. Perhaps he was unaccustomed to the practicalities of 
maintaining a household without an army of servants.

His hair grew longer, he took to wearing beads and a lacy kaftan. 
Well it was the early 70’s. He was lead singer in a band, an electric 
folk band. This status brought opportunities for sexual adventure 
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resulting in a grand flourishing of genital warts. He is fondly 
remembered, tipsy one midnight, standing on a rooftop, arms 
outstretched, announcing to the city "I Am God." Low self esteem 
was never an issue for Phil Anderson.

Rapid career advancement followed when his boss at the Unit 
unexpectedly and inexplicably died. Thus Anderson slid easily into 
the top position. His qualification was in Geology not Archaeology 
but such technicalities never hold back the right sort of chap.

The wrong sorts of chaps were recruited for the spadework. Users, 
boozers and losers. Hippies, druggies, dreamers and drongos. 
Archaeology, like teaching, attracts failures from all walks of life. 
Government employment schemes donated a steady supply of fresh 
faces, which though not always especially nice to look at, brought a 
truly handsome budget. These characters could be nurtured and 
inculcated in the ways of Anderson, rewarding him with long hours 
of loyal effort. Best of all they could never challenge for leadership, 
unqualified flawed individuals that they were.

Occasionally properly qualified archaeologists would be employed 
so their skills, knowledge and enthusiasm could be ruthlessly 
exploited, but eventually the unwelcome realisation of the 
impossibility of career advancement inevitably drove them away. 
They’d hang on a few years until frustration and lack of recognition 
depressed them into a bewildered retreat applying for jobs in any 
other part of the country. When asked for a reference Anderson 
merely confirmed dates of employment, nothing more. 

In the fullness of time the Unit developed a national reputation as a 
place where promising careers were stalled, damaged or terminated. 
Sympathy was extended to any genuine archaeologist who 
inadvertently became mired there. Generally the place was avoided 
by anyone of ambition. It remained a job option for archaeologists 
inescapably rooted in the locality or whose careers were already 
troubled, by professional disgrace, alcoholism, drug addiction or 
criminal record. 

Anderson had the distinction of having never published the results of 
a single excavation undertaken by his unit. This was a unique non-
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achievement in the annals of archaeological recording in Britain. 

At this time the Unit was housed in semi-derelict sheds at the back of 
the City Museum. These temporary wooden sheds dating from 
World War II were in a constant state of collapse and bodged repair. 
Rats were an ongoing problem chewing storage boxes, papers and 
artefacts.

A move into the basement of the nearby Arts Centre was beneficial 
to all. The basement would be difficult to let to anyone who might be 
concerned about their employees drinking water from lead pipes. 
Such considerations never bothered Anderson; the rent was cheap. 

The gas main for the entire building, a cast iron pipe dating from 
1902, entered the basement via the same hole in the wall as the 
mains electric supply for the premises. Oops… explosive gas 
alongside sparky electric? This unhappy pairing in a confined space 
would eventually horrify a safety inspector and be urgently corrected 
during an Arts Centre revamp.

Some rooms of the basement retained original parquet flooring. 
Beautiful wood marred only by faint traces of cubicles and ovals of 
concrete where toilet bowls had been removed and the waste pipes 
capped off, the basement having originally been the cloakrooms and 
toilets for the University premises above. During bad weather these 
concrete ovals could ooze discoloured water around their edges. This 
unwelcome upsurge would spread silently across the floor soaking 
into rolled up maps, making cardboard boxes soggy and 
waterlogging the contents. Workers would scamper about snatching 
ancient tithe maps from the advancing nastiness.

By the 1980s the pressure was on. Thatcher’s Britain was no place 
for freeloading deadbeat archaeologists. University funding ceased. 
Government employment scheme funding withered away. Local 
authority funding was reduced: though Anderson fought 
archaeology’s corner effectively, funds still trickled in. Colonial 
bluster still bore fruit. He wore respectable clothes with neat short 
hair, greying at the temples now. His midriff had swelled inelegantly 
on his lanky frame. The City Council sent him on management 
training modules where he learned words like ‘proactive’ and 



YEARS OF A BASEMENT

21

embraced such concepts as ‘inter-departmental billing’. The slack 
practices of the past were to be tightened up. He outlawed the 
popular 4pm tea-break which often drifted cheerfully toward 5pm 
when people began leaving the building. The 11am tea-break was cut 
from 20 to 5 minutes. Anderson knew he had to cut out the 
deadwood but first he had to find it. He would drift down the 
corridor on special silent shoes to catch malingerers. Finally tea-
breaks were abolished altogether. A drink could be taken back to the 
‘work-station’. Workers were afraid to speak to each other at the 
kettle. 

‘The Back Room’ as it was known, was flimsily partitioned from the 
cellar of the Arts Centre bar so a permanent smell of beer permeated. 
It is perhaps unfortunate that both men in The Back Room were 
passionate beer lovers - I hesitate to say alcoholics. Every day their 
appetite for beer was provoked by the pervasive persuasive smell 
however much they tried to ignore it. They sat at their desks 
suffering until lunch break when they’d rush to the nearest pub and 
drink as many pints as it took to relax them. If Anderson smelt beer 
on their breath, issuing some sour rebuke, they could always blame 
‘the Room’.

Workers in other rooms could succumb to a casual "Fancy a pint?" 
Anderson, irritated by good cheer and poor work-rate in the 
afternoon would loom silently behind them, hover suspiciously over 
their shoulder asking unnecessary questions and discreetly sniffing. 
Strong mints were a good tactic but became too obvious - a virtual 
admission of being on council property having consumed alcohol; an 
offence punishable by instant dismissal. In time a cunning solution 
emerged. One banana would mask your beer breath sufficient that 
you could look up confidently saying "Yes Phil" blowing banana 
breath right in his face so he retreated both disgusted and thwarted.
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Alexis Lykiard

NO ONE'S AUNT

They say Edna St Vincent Milky
liked a sonnet as well as a lay.
When an Anglican Dean
called her verses obscene,
she wrote him some more, that same day.

Over Edna St Vincent Millay 
Edmund Wilson held curious sway. 
He renamed her ‘Daisy', 
which drove her lust-crazy: 
they couldn't prise Milky away.

Poet Edna St Vincent Millay
at some troops whooped ironic 'Hooray!'
but some soberer wag
pointed out that the Flag
was being waved there by E Hemingway..

Her candle she'd burn at both ends, quite choking some 
snottier friends, for malodorous vapours 
made them wary of tapers: 
Millay was ahead of the trends.

***

DEVOTIONAL WORKS

Sacred music, affirmed Herbert Howells, 
was composed upon fine paper towels. 
On these he would strive to indite 
some blandly euphonious shite 
and notate the great state of his bowels.
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VIAGGIO IN ITALIA
(pace Roberto Rossellini)

Saintly Blair the mendacious phoney
hobnobbed with old mate Berlusconi.

                            Our homegrown crook decided to forge on and fight
the good fight. (Princes in that decent process write

expedient versions of their own pure Holy Writ.)
Disregard protest then - dissent is shit,

a foul aspersion cast upon the Just:
great Leaders do what Leaders must!

PLAIN TO THE GALLERY

An ageing poetess with carnal acts to grind,
lusted perpetually. She hoped that way to find

fucking perfection in the end. But love stayed blind.
Men cheered or jeered. One, cast as cynic, then opined
"If winter comes on cue, will spring bare her behind?"

A CHINESE VOYEUR REFLECTS ON THE PLEASURES OF 
FORBIDDEN FRUIT

Peeking,
Peking.
(Poking
peccant...)
Piquant!
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A CHANGE FOR THE BETTER. 1
David Birtwistle

He looked out of the window onto a featureless grey day. Small 
boats and yachts were bobbing up and down on grey, sluggish water. 
Grey sky with grey drifting cloud hung down to grey furling waves 
and grey flecks of rain began to spot the large windows overlooking 
the bay. He had this wonderful house in this beautiful spot yet 
something was troubling him, colouring his very existence. Since his 
wife had died nothing seemed the same, he’d lost his appreciation of 
the place and the things about him, especially the sense of comfort 
and ease that luxury brings. She had revelled in it, almost lived for it 
and treasured it. Now he felt very little for it at all. All that was there 
was a sense of absence.

He put his feet up and skimmed through the Daily Mail. He wasn’t 
really reading it, just idly turning the pages, the words having little or 
no interest. Then he came to Finance and Property. The article was 
entitled Britain’s Dearest Addresses. After Tokyo and Hong Kong in 
order of precedence, came Belgravia. He read the list: Camden Hill 
Square, Kensington and Chelsea, average property price £4.9m, and 
that was average! He knew there were houses four and five times 
that! Then came Parkside, Drayton Gardens, Dawson Place, Duchess 
of Bedford’s Walk, Cadogan Square, Hamilton Terrace……and the 
list went on. Outside London his address was first – ‘Sandbanks’. 
And after that a couple of places in Surrey and Kent and then it was 
‘Footballers Alley’ in Prestbury, then Alderley Edge and Wilmslow. 
Blimey! He’d never seen it spelled out as starkly as that.

‘Sandbanks’ was a narrow peninsula in Poole harbour, Dorset. His 
house had the world’s second largest harbour on one side and the 
English Channel on the other. The peninsula was full of houses and 
secluded gardens and security. There wasn’t room to build any more. 
That would have impinged on the sense of privacy and exclusivity 
which was what all the money had been lashed out for in the first 
place. When he’d moved in after his wife’s brother had put him on to 
it, he’d paid £400,000. That was a lot in those days. His financial 
advisers had said it represented a good investment. They’d been 
right. It must be getting on for ten million nowadays. Wow. He 
hadn’t seen it in cold figures before and to be truthful it didn’t mean 
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a great deal to him. The beach huts across the water were selling for 
£90,000. It seemed bonkers to him. Beach huts? Nearly a hundred 
grand? All he had was this great aching sense of dissatisfaction. It 
almost overwhelmed him. This is where the media had told the new 
generation it was all at, the new utopia. To him, now, it was just 
boredom. A cushioned, cocooned nothingness.

He walked to the picture windows, studied the yachts against the 
dull, drab, dreary grey sky for a moment and then turned round. On 
the wall opposite was the biggest TV money could buy. Down stairs 
he had a home movie centre, a billiards room and a gym. He had four 
L-shaped leather sofas and a carpet deep enough to sleep on. There 
were framed family photographs on the walls, a state-of- the-art hi-fi 
system, a shelved recess packed with CDs and DVDs and a cabinet 
full of china dolls, his wife’s collection. Since she’d died the only 
thing he’d cooked for himself was bacon. He’d had nothing, or very 
little, in his early life and he was amazed how easily he had taken to 
the new lifestyle. The huge walk-in American fridge-freezers were 
packed to the gunwales with all manner of food which he either 
couldn’t cook or couldn’t be bothered to cook. He went out and ate 
at either the Brasserie or the Chinese, he wasn’t bothered which. The 
pizza oven he’d bought for her birthday was unused. The gardener 
did the gardening, the cleaner did the cleaning, the odd job man did 
the odd jobs and all he seemed to do was the moping about and 
vegetating and watching re-runs of On the Buses and A Merry 
Muppet Christmas. He got out his iPhone 4 and laboriously checked 
through some old numbers. He hoped he’d put them all in when he’d 
updated.

He left the M1 and joined the M6 and was heading due north. He’d 
left the Jag at home and taken the black 4X4 with tinted windows. 
When he thought there were no police about he put his foot right 
down. He hadn’t been able to get in touch with old Harry but he’d 
finally got hold of Tom who told him he’d seen Harry only last 
week, looking fit and well and why didn’t he stay in touch more 
often? He replied that he was going to remedy all that right now. He 
had a few presents in the back: a crate of beer, a crate of scotch and a 
crate of Chilean Merlot plus a two litre bottle of Dandelion and 
Burdock. The real thing. All tastes catered for.
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As soon as he could see the Pennines to his right and the tail of 
Longridge Fell up ahead he started looking for the A59 sign. That 
was the Preston-Skipton road which followed the Leeds-Liverpool 
canal from Lancashire into Yorkshire. His grandfather had been 
publican of several inns and taverns along that historic route and he 
had ridden his bike up and down that area dozens of times as a boy. 
When the landscape assumed that distinctive undulating moorland 
feel he turned off onto a smaller road, up a hill and began 
meandering along the backwoods B-roads. It felt off the track, away 
from it all, the back of beyond. It all came back to him and he knew 
exactly where he was going - four miles or so this side of the 
Yorkshire border, God’s own country. Bollocks to Dorset.

It had been dull all the way up and here the day was still grey but the 
December drabness had given way to the most wonderful and 
startling displays of light. The eastern horizon had the bulge of a 
livid bruise: charcoal, red smudged, yellow and purple. To the left 
and above him slate-grey cloud rolled and bounced pierced by silver 
and white slashes of blinding brightness. To the side of the road the 
dry stone walls appeared almost in shadow but their darkness was 
brushed with the brown and the mossy green of winter trees. It 
suddenly occurred to him that you might well buy a small house 
round here for the price of that Bournemouth beach hut. It wasn’t 
quite three o’clock in the afternoon but he switched his headlights 
on. If his memory served him correctly Harry’s place was up that hill 
round a bend and down a dip.

He pulled off the road and crunched onto an unmade pull-in. He 
turned off the engine, wound the window down and breathed in 
deeply. It was the coolest, sweetest air he could imagine. He tried to 
remember how he’d got caught up in all the madness, how he’d 
allowed himself to believe that luxury and the south of England were 
somehow preferable. In the darkness he could just see the outline of 
a small building. That wasn’t what he was looking for. There was a 
small gate in the thick hawthorn hedge. He undid the sneck then 
clicked it back into place and descended the stone steps into the 
space below. Harry had given the house to his youngest lad on the 
proviso that he would keep most of the back garden. Here set on 
bricks was an old caravan, a couple of sheds, a chicken run, an 
aviary, and a set of raised vegetable beds. A bright light shone 
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through the far window and he could smell wood smoke on the wind. 
Absolute peace and quiet. It felt like a living presence all around 
him.

He put down the bottle of scotch on the step and rapped on the door. 
“Who is it?” came a sleepy voice from within. 
“It’s me, Harry, Jim.”
“Come on in our Jim and mind the cat.” Jim opened the door and 
stepped into another world. It was a world he hadn’t seen since he 
was a lad when his granddad was alive. Apart from the squat TV set 
everything was either makeshift and mended or straight from the 
fifties. 
“Sit yourself down, our Jim. I’ll put the kettle on.” Harry looked now 
a bit like his granddad had done. He was just old enough to be his 
own father. Jim noticed he had a stick and a bit of a limp. He filled 
the kettle and placed it on the top of his wood-burning stove. Next to 
it the scuttle and log basket were full. He rummaged in a small 
wooden cupboard and produced two mugs and a tea caddie.

“What’ve you been up to Harry?” 
“Well, you’ll not get me sitting in one o them old folks homes starin’ 
into space looking gormless and slavverin’ an’ wettin’ meself. It’s 
this here what keeps me going.” 
“How do you mean?” 
“Well. Take a look around you. Everything I have I do for myself. I 
got this caravan for nowt and patched it up myself. I help out at farm 
two days a week and look after it when he has to go away. I get all 
my logs for nowt and half my winter food in exchange. I go raiding 
skips and scavenging all sorts. I barter and badger. I make my own 
bread and from spring on I grow my own veg. I’ve eggs every day, 
I’ve birds singing, fresh air, peace and quiet and, mark you my 
words, no mithering! That’ll put an extra ten years on anybody’s life! 
It keeps me on my toes. Are you staying over?”  
“Aye. I will. Here’s a bottle of scotch.” 
“I’ve slowed down a bit wi’ scotch. I’ve taken up with Chilean 
Merlot.” 
“Well it’s funny you should say that. I’ll be back in a minute.”

That night he dreamed. It could have been the stew and dumplings 
followed by sad cake and custard and then the crumbly Lancs and 
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crackers. His dream started with food. He was eating Lancashire 
chupattis rolled with Branston pickle. He could feel the crisp crunch 
between his teeth and the melted cheese oozing out of his oatcake 
wrap. He floated around in between deep sleep and dreamfulness. 
The wind took up in the night and it started blowing a gale. The 
caravan rocked and rolled, the windows rattled, the door shook and 
the draught up the chimney sounded like a dying dinosaur. He was 
no longer cocooned or cushioned, he was in touch with the earth and 
the elements. He slept the sleep of the gods and even his dream 
added to the feeling of wellbeing. His dream continued with him 
walking around the land here in a pair of moccasins. He could feel 
the earth and grass and stone beneath his feet. He felt the 
undulations, the steepness, the spongy bounce of the sphagnum 
moss. It was as though he’d had a good run, a sleeping draught and a 
massage all in one. He woke up smiling to himself and feeling at 
home.

A greyness had descended that was greyness indeed. It was the 
flickering, living fish-belly grey you only find on the inside of a 
cloud for indeed this early morning the sky had come right down to 
the ground. After toast and tea they strolled around in their 
Wellington boots splish-splashing and squelching as Harry described 
how to grow things in an environment that seemed inhospitable. He 
raised the beds so there was greater fertility and little erosion, he 
covered them in winter so there was no leeching of nutrients and he 
protected them in spring and autumn to extend the growing season. 
“It’s the challenge ‘as does it. Challenge is what keeps t’brain in 
touch with where it’s at. Hand-eye co-ordination.” Jim thought that 
Harry had worked all this out himself. They collected eggs from the 
small compound and he watched Jim feed and whistle to the birds.

At ten thirty they went in for second breakfast. Over scrambled eggs 
and parkin, Harry opened up. 
“Biggest challenge for me would be that small field as backs on to 
this. It’s mine. It was my safety net if I ever got turfed out. No-one’s 
ever thought it were worth much. It’s boggy, acid, half of it’s too 
steep to graze and it’s wet and cold. If you want to take it on it’s 
yours but you’ll have to be prepared to work it.” Jim was gob-
smacked.
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The rest of the day they were off and about. They sold his 4X4 and 
bought two second hand pick-up trucks, one each. With the rest of 
the proceeds they ordered reclaimed joists from the farmer, tanalised 
timber from the woodyard, and paving stones from a subcontractor 
who was digging up a driveway in order to fill it up with tarmac. 
They even had time to go round and see Tom who pointed them to a 
builder who had just filled a skip with decking boards. He let Harry 
do most of the talking. The odd bottle of scotch changed hands. By 
the time they returned to the caravan Harry seemed to glow with a 
second flush of youth and Jim was now a man with a vision. After all 
the hectic activity it was a bit blurred but it was a vision non-the-less.

Over pea soup, scrapple and pikelets they discussed what they were 
going to do and how they would do it. Jim would have to do most of 
the physical work but Harry wanted to be a part of it. And later over 
a bottle of Chilean red they had mapped out the small field and a 
mental picture had emerged as vivid as any cloud’s silver lining. 
“The only thing is you can’t stay in here for too long, its not big 
enough. I know somebody with a spare shed. We’ll put that up 
across there, lead a path to here and as is fitting of a nation proud of 
its maritime history, we’ll build you an inland beach hut!!! Then 
you’ll have somewhere proper to live. By the way, Dandelion and 
Burdock’s all well and good but Vimto’s the real thing.”

To be continued…………..
Can Jim handle it away from the south?Or is he too mard?
Is he too nesh?Is it too grim up north?See“Inland Beach Hut II”

Oiku: The Higgs-bosun.  (Dave Birtwistle)

 That giant European collider was on again after eighteen months 
shutdown for maintenance. It took fifteen years to get the world’s 
biggest machine up and running and it just fizzled out. Heinrich 
Flemblatt’s job was to detect stray currents leaking out of the 
magnetic protection system. Along the tunnel he tightened a few 
screws and gave the casing a right good kicking with his size twelve 
Doc Marten’s Ironbridge safety boots. Suddenly it started humming. 
With an esoteric smile on his face he walked back to his room to 
relax and sift through his collection of Victorian English bicycle 
clips. 
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LAY PREACHER
Ken Champion

Strange day for an atheistic psychoanalyst. James Kent was on his 
way to church. He’d recently met, by accident, a cousin of an ex-
patient who used to drive him to James weekly and, after talking 
interestingly to him about philosophy and film, had spoken of 
religion. Each time Jehovah Witnesses descended on James’ street 
like a plague of locusts and knocked on his door with hotlines to God 
and a proselytizing routine that, given another I.Q. point, could have 
been a plant, he promised himself that in the face of another 
ecclesiastical onslaught he would smile patiently and either shut the 
door or run away. This time, because he liked the man, he raced 
through well-versed responses merely to get them over with so they 
could return to their previous subjects.
‘Come to an Alpha Course,’ the cousin said, ‘we need people like 
you.’
James liked churches, but not what went on inside them; still partly 
the opiate of the masses - only in recent years had that validation of 
fatalistic acceptance, ‘The rich man in his castle, the poor man at his 
gate, all creatures high and lowly, God ordered their estate’ been 
scrapped - but the aesthetics: of spires, Norman battlements, leaded 
glass windows, flying buttresses, the church smell of peaceful calm - 
though secretly thinking that municipal cleaners used aerosols 
labelled ‘church odour,’ ‘museum odour,’ etcetera; but he said no. 
He rang James every day for the next three till the latter relented.
The church was in Holborn - he’d often passed it - the course being 
held in a large ground floor room. There were a dozen people 
comprising three or four different ethnicities, mostly women. 
‘Before we begin let us pray.’ said a  large, bearded man named Dirk 
with a Dutch accent who sat at the head of the table and whom, 
James assumed, was a pastor. They did, while he sat there unmoving.
They were asked to introduce themselves. James told them nothing 
except that he was interested to see what went on. The pastor pulled 
in his chair, rubbed his hands and said, ‘God is good.’   
He couldn’t resist. ‘God is not necessarily good. Your statement’s 
either a tautology or it implies that goodness is independent of God’s 
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credence.’ 
The pastor smiled indulgently at him and looked around at the others 
who began asking questions directed at their leader and each other 
about specific parts of the bible. The bible was, as James expected, 
their bible. 
There was a white Zimbabwean woman there, Christina, who talked 
of The Garden, of apples and snakes, while her eyes shone 
preternaturally, her skin holding a slight yellowness, both, perhaps, a 
testament to pathology. Her belief in borrowed myth was manifest in 
her eager mouth. The others, looking towards her, nodded 
emphatically. There were occasional ‘Amens.’ - Evolution for them, 
perhaps, was something to do with Che Guevara. James 
exaggeratedly shook his head, disbelievingly. They matronised him 
with subtle smirks. He told them that they could only infer God’s 
existence. A teenager who’d been quiet till then cut in, neatly turning 
around James’ positivism with a mature, ‘Believing is seeing.’ 
Ignoring James, they talked amongst themselves about their 
‘evidence’ for God: personal incidents, biblical happenings. He was 
about to give them both barrels of his secular shot gun when the 
pastor announced that as this was only an initial meeting, they would 
finish. He invited them to pray again.
James lowered his head, trying not to listen, feeling as uncomfortable 
with prayer as he had as a child, and thinking of Christina and that 
his garden had neither fruit nor reptiles, nor had it sin; for there was 
no-one to sin with. He wanted, rather sulkily, to be disliked by them, 
wished them to react to his iconoclasm with suspicion, anger, even 
perhaps ostracising him, but during and after soup, tea and buns, they 
were open and friendly, even covertly interested; asking him where 
he’d found out about the course, what he did, where he lived. He 
mumbled a few answers and moved away from them. The person 
who’d asked him to come had just arrived and was talking seriously 
with some of the others, briefly acknowledging him. 
Attack Christians, he thought, and they become more Christian; 
turning the metaphorical cheek, courteous, smiling warmly. He felt 
himself reluctantly responding, relaxing, making mildly amusing 
pleasantries. Christina was talking to the pastor, looking earnest and 
tall. She wore high heels, her legs were long and shapely and, he told 
himself, was unwell. A few people came over to him, asked if he was 
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coming again and maybe finish the ten week term. He wondered if 
he’d had any effect at all, if they had even considered anything he’d 
said: his entrenched views versus theirs. The pastor was still talking 
to Christina as he left.
Initially he had no intention of going again, but had a week with 
relatively few clients. He saw a friend for a drink, went to two badly 
chosen films, and feeling a need for a little intellectual stimulus, he 
went. 
Once they’d begun he went through most of the basic arguments 
against there being a God - some of the people around him 
seemingly not having heard them before, offered proof that there can 
be no proof and, after a silence, bore the brunt of a fervent battering 
by their beliefs, dogma and the occasional use of biblical quotes like 
back-up sniper fire. The pastor, who’d been quiet for a while, then 
joined in, enthusiastically explaining chunks of the good book to his 
delighted flock.
He watched Christina again; she wasn’t saying much, she hadn’t the 
week before. He knew little about her. She was younger than him, 
but could have been married, had children, he didn’t know what she 
did for a living, where she lived.
After the soup he walked to the staircase and looked through a 
window, out over Holborn Viaduct towards Farringdon.
‘You’re frightened to feel God, aren’t you. Release it; let it go.’
He turned. It was Christina. He felt almost startled; this didn’t seem 
like doorstep preaching, it felt as if it had been said to him.  
‘What drives your intellectualised disbelief in faith, then?’
‘Look…  there’s a need to create a God, we search for order, 
comfort, a supra-human deity gives us that. If God didn’t exist we’d 
have to invent him’
‘There you go again.’
‘I don’t know where you live, but if I come a little way with you we 
can talk more.’ 
‘Here. I live here.’
‘What d’you mean?’ 
‘There are rooms here,’ she said, as if explaining to a child, ‘I’ve 
lived here for two years, since I came. The pastor knew my parents, 
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the rent’s cheap.’
‘And you’re nearer to God?’
‘I’m tired now. Come next time; try to shake us up again.’ She 
grinned for a moment. He walked with her to the lift, noticed she 
pressed the top floor button. She turned to look at him. 
‘Do you want to do some good?’
Before he could answer she told him she was helping out at a South 
London Christian Centre assisting people coming off drugs. In his 
naïve, secular way he asked if she was supporting the medical staff 
in some capacity. She frowned and said, ‘We pray. They’re helped 
through prayer.’ She was going the next day. He didn’t have a client 
until the evening. He said he’d go. She gave him the address.
Another warm welcome, this time by three Jamaican women who 
appeared to know who he was. There was a young African pastor in 
a corner office he was introduced to. Christina hadn’t arrived yet. He 
went into the hall.
Long tables were laid with food, mostly cold. There was a pile of 
sandwiches provided by a large chain of coffee shops with a 
‘Donated to the Homeless’ promotion wrapper. He moved some 
chairs around, blew up a few balloons, pinned them to a wall, went 
to the kitchen and washed and dried with some of the other helpers. 
He went out to the hall again where Afro-Caribbean, East European 
and other nationalities took their places at the tables and a young, 
possibly born again Christian told him how he had been cured of his 
drug addiction through prayer.
The pastor said some blessings. When he’d finished and people 
began to sing hymns - the Polish group, smoothly word perfect but in 
a hurry to finish and eat - he came over to James and told him that 
Christina wouldn’t be coming, she didn’t feel well enough. He talked 
to him about her: she’d been coming there three or four times a week 
for a year. James told him that she’d asked him to come. He gave 
him her number. He left; the yellow street lights against the black 
sky, seemed cold and hard.
He hadn’t time to call her before his patient came and, when with 
him, kept thinking of her; the pallor, the quiet mystique, spirituality, 
the belief, faith she carried with her. He was jealous: envious of the 
constant drip feed of assurance, of… certainty. He wanted that belief 
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in him - his baby again, wishing mummy to be interested in nothing 
but him, everything him.
His client was unusually loquacious, but James wasn’t really 
listening. As he left he promised himself that the following week he 
would give him his full attention and energy. He rang her as soon as 
he’d gone.
‘Oh, hello, you’ve surprised me. Did you go? What did you think of 
it? Did you help out?’  
He told her he’d blown up a few balloons. He was going to ask how 
many of the needy had been religious before they’d arrived at the 
Centre or was it a sudden conversion when they saw the free grub, 
but felt it wasn’t fair to unload more cynicism onto her. He asked 
how she was feeling.
‘Thanks for going,’ she said.
‘I’d have done more if you’d been there.’
‘Such as?’
‘Whatever you’d wanted me to.’
She laughed. ‘Are you always this compliant with women?’
‘Are you going to have a coffee with me?’ There was a silence. She 
quietly said yes. They arranged a time, a place.
He met her at St Paul’s tube, she suggested a nearby cafe. As they 
walked he watched her. She was casually dressed: flat shoes, jeans, 
small ear ring, and the spirituality again, which had a depth, a core. 
He was aware that he had a proneness to be attracted a little too 
easily by the physicality of a woman, especially if she was tall and 
slim - his mother was, thus that physique was the norm, short was 
unthinkingly ‘inferior’. 
It was a fixed chairs, broken yolk kind of place, but it didn’t matter; 
she was there. They sat. She asked him what he thought of the 
church meeting.   
‘Well…’
‘They seemed to like you.’
‘Why?’
‘Because they’re Christian,’ she grinned.
‘Precisely. I should save this up for next time, I know, but the only 
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way we can know anything - and no rationalist has yet come up with 
an a priori synthetic truth: something that tells us about the world 
independent of experience - is through sense data, and God isn’t 
amenable to that.
‘You’re just a positivist; science, science –’
’No. Science, like magic and religion, is a self- contained belief 
system that cannot of itself be wrong; plus, what a scientific truth is 
today will be heresy tomorrow, their paradigms shift, ‘truth’ shifts.’
‘Maths doesn’t.’
‘God created the world in seven days? Maths can only tell us 
something about the world when it’s applied to the world; there’s no 
numbers in nature; it’s all tautology: everything behind the equals 
sign is another way of saying that which is before it. They’re also 
analytic truths; that two chairs plus two chairs make four chairs is 
true regardless of whether the chairs exist or not.’
‘Everything’s a construct?’
‘Yes, language is the ultimate one. We can’t get outside of it, and -.’
‘You know that I’m not well, don’t you.’
Maybe this was a way of shutting him up, to feel guilty, to knock 
him off another hobby horse who, with its bit between its teeth, he 
was about to let ride on and on. He told her that he knew. She looked 
down then smiled again: such white teeth, such full lips.
‘But, you’re getting better. Yes?’
She gave an awkward grin. ‘Hope so. Look I’ve got to get home; 
welcome a new boarder; I think he’s from Canada, I should have 
done my homework. But you’ll come next time?’ 
He asked her what she was doing the weekend
‘More church work, I’m afraid.’ She got up to go. He offered to walk 
back with her; it was a short walk. He asked whether they could have 
a chat if he came early next time.
‘Okay,’ I’ll see you half an hour earlier. There’ll be a service 
afterwards of course.’ She looked a little worn out, tired.
The afternoon before he saw her, a friend who he’d known for a few 
years and who had moved back to the north east after living in 
London rang to say he would be around locally and maybe he would 



THE CRAZY OIK – ISSUE 14

36

like to have a drink with him. When James saw him he realised he’d 
missed his jocular, but bright crassness and enjoyed the short time 
they spent together. He then drove back to his local station to get the 
tube to the church meeting.
He’d been driving for a little while and as he stopped at traffic lights 
was startled by an aggressive fist hammering on his side window. He 
wound it down. He saw a large face, eyes bulging.
‘You hit my car, you know you bastardwell did.’
He remembered that about a mile back there’d been a car parked 
partly on a corner pavement opposite a traffic island. He’d slowed 
down to pass.
‘Did I? I didn’t feel –’
He hadn’t noticed the jack handle the man was holding. He pushed 
the sharp end into the side of James’ Adam’s apple. He decided 
instantly to treat him as if he was an angry, potentially violent 
patient. Looking into his eyes he calmly told him to take the tool 
away from his throat. He did, slowly. James pointed out that the 
lights were now green and that he was going to turn left into the 
main road and stop. He suggested he follow him and they’d talk. He 
did. James got out of his car and walked to the rail at the edge of the 
pavement. His attacker climbed out of his along with another, shorter 
man.     
They came towards him. He repeated that he hadn’t known he’d hit 
the car. The smaller one said, 
‘Look, mate, ‘e’s my bruvver, his wife’s taken his kid and gone. ‘e’s 
in pain.’
‘Yeh, I’m sorry mate,’ said the one still holding the lever, ‘he’s right, 
I’m ‘urtin’, I really am, but you’ll have to pay for it.’
 James walked round to the side of the car. There was a long scratch 
on the driver’s door. Acting as rationally as he could he asked its 
owner how much he thought it would cost. He told him; it sounded 
reasonable. He knew he had a cheque with him - a rare occurrence. 
He wrote it and handed it over. Then they heard a siren. A police car 
pulled in front of them. They were like a stationary mini convoy 
now. Two constables stepped out, one with a tube with a lump on the 
end which James guessed was a breathalyzer.
‘Anything wrong, sir?’ the officer asked, looking at James. 
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Surprisingly, jack man said, 
‘No, it’s okay, we’re just having a chat, haven’t seen each other for a 
while,’ 
‘Sure you haven’t been drinking, sir?’ James told him he’d had a 
glass of wine. That it was a breathalyzer was confirmed by its use.
‘It’s right on the line sir, I can charge you or not.’
‘Oh, come on, it’s Christmas, you’re not gonna nab him for one 
drink are yer?’ asked James’ previous assailant, putting an arm 
around his shoulder.
The officer looked at the three of them, nodded and got back in the 
car with his colleague and drove off. James had forgotten it was two 
days before Christmas. Bizarrely they wished each other a merry one 
and he drove away. 
Forty minutes later, leaning against the inside of one of the large 
double doors of the church, he breathed a deep sigh of relief. Then 
she was standing in front of him, asking if he was all right. He told 
her what had happened. She squeezed his arm. 
‘Perhaps God protected you.’ He moved his arm away. 
‘What’s this then, a Lutheran position that the Lord has rewarded my 
- or rather your - faith, a Calvinist view that his favours are pre-
destined’ - he’d stepped away from the door, arms out, hands 
offering mordant choices - ‘or was it written in the stars?’
Realising his irritation was partly due to delayed shock, he took a 
deep breath and let it out slowly, in little pieces.  
‘I’m sorry.’
‘You get fed up with me keeping on about God?’
 ‘It just happened. Doesn’t matter now. God: it’s all so dead… 
meaningless. What are we talking about tonight, then?’
‘Do you think you should say anything? If it’s so pointless should 
you even be listening?
‘I’d like to see your room.’
‘Why?’
‘Because… you’re in it, you live there. Here.’
She looked at him doubtfully; he sensed a little hurt, expected her to 
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say it wasn’t worth it and go off to meet the others and leave him 
there.
‘Come on then,’ she said, like a young, attractive Girl Guide leader. 
They went up the stairs to the top floor, along a corridor and into a 
room at the end. There was a sofa bed, table, prints of London, and 
the inevitable collection of haloed Jesuses on the walls. There ware 
also some photos of red earth, large trees, a house with a veranda, 
which he guessed was the parental home. It was, she said, near 
Harare, which her parents had insisted on calling Salisbury, still 
referring to themselves as Rhodesians. They were dead; she had no 
siblings. She’d begun training as a lawyer, and then … God.
She made him tea. He asked her if she wanted to tell him what was 
wrong with her.
‘It’s malaria.’ She said it as if the subject bored her. ’It develops 
within three months of leaving a malaria region - ironically, there’s 
little in my country - it affects the red blood corpuscles, and my type 
is plasmodium falciparum.’ She said it almost by rote as if she’d 
heard it a hundred times; the reciting of it objectifying, detaching it 
from her for a few seconds.
‘There won’t be much discussion this evening. Dirk will want us to 
eat and then go to the service. I better help get the food ready. Do 
you want to come?’
He found himself washing up and laying plates again. This was the 
prosaic, pragmatic side of belief; no searing orange light, no 
illuminating epiphany, just mundanity; getting things ready, 
preparing, cleaning. He spoke a little to a few of the others, they 
were friendly as always. He felt dispirited, wondered how long she’d 
had the disease, what its prognosis was. 
They went into the service; there were a lot of people. After a loud, 
booming African pastor had finished his spiel, a small band with a 
soprano played gospel music. .People began singing, dancing, 
Christina stepped into an aisle and he watched her throwing her arms 
heavenwards. He, too, began moving with the rhythm. As he looked 
at her again she turned her body towards the people behind her. Then 
she crumpled and fell on her side. He hesitated, went to go over to 
her, but others in the congregation already had; a couple of people on 
the course lifted her, another shouted into a mobile 
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The teenager came across to him and said that it had happened 
before, but was occurring more frequently, and maybe they’d keep 
her in hospital this time. The music stopped, the singing petered out, 
the drummer continued for a few seconds, then quiet. Dirk excused 
himself and went out behind the two people carrying her to, James 
suspected, her room.
He went to the back of the hall and sat on a pew. He heard the siren 
of an ambulance getting louder then stopping. The congregation 
looked lost; some left, others sat, including the singer. He should 
have gone to the ambulance, but felt he’d no right to, felt cut off 
from her, didn’t share her conceptual system, these people, this 
place, this faith. And what did drive this intellectualised disbelief?  
‘Let it go,’ she’d said. But he knew he wouldn’t, couldn’t.
He went home, half-heatedly willing his intellect to crumble, make 
himself   believe something. She was ill. He wanted to want to pray, 
but. knew who his God was: God the father. Not a bearded man in 
the sky, benevolent, wise and righteous, but his late, indifferent, 
rigid, unaware, weak… parent. He rang the church. A caretaker 
answered. He knew nothing. He went online. The variant she had 
was mostly fatal. Before he deleted he saw ‘coma,’ ‘major organ 
failure’. He shouted, ‘Dad. Fuck you. Fuck you.’ But he couldn’t feel 
it; it wasn’t even a genuine attempt, just a gesture.
He realised he knew so little about her, wondered why he hadn’t 
asked her more, discovered more. Was there a little bit of him that 
was wary of getting close to her, to feel something for her because he 
knew she was ill? Perhaps he wanted her as some sort of proxy God; 
a comfort, an intermediary between that great psychiatrist in the sky 
- was he a Freudian? - and himself.
He didn’t ring again, was scared too; didn’t want to know she was 
getting worse, didn’t want to emotionally face the concept of death. 
He was frightened. He knew he wouldn’t go to the church again.
     
 Next day was a patient-free one with an overcast sky. He decided to 
go to a sun bed parlour, not really for a tan he told himself, but to 
cover up, detract from the lines around the mouth, the pale face. 
He’d never been to one before. He went in.
‘Waddya want, lie-down or stand-up, babe?’ asked a walnut coloured 
peroxide blonde.
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Through a partially open door he could see a horizontal, glass-walled 
sarcophagus, and felt a pre-claustrophobic apprehension. He went for 
the alternative. 
Ten minutes was too long. He left, feeling like a baked piece of meat 
and, arriving home and looking in a mirror and realising he looked 
like one, decided it was all the remains of an adolescent narcissism. 
It was narcissism in the face of mortality: the equation being that if 
he looked fit and tanned then he wouldn’t age, ergo, wouldn’t die. It 
was a subject he’d never studied: the psychology of mortality. He 
needed to. And it wasn’t the first time ‘Physician heal thyself’ had 
mockingly juddered around his head.

-----------

Pastry

In Jones’s, ‘Remember Cookes’s? got dun
fer ‘orse meat.’ ‘Nah, best beef ‘ere, mate,
licquor and mash, freeze it, goes to Spain.’

Dos caffenado con leche John. Chantelle, 
not that spray again, get a real tan ‘ere,
don’t be a prat all yer life, ‘ave a day off

The Sagrada, Nou Camp, Caravaggio,
ochre villas, chocolateries, Parc Guell,
Raul, flamenco, scrolls and God

Off fer me pies, Chant, see if Mario’s 
got some eels.  

Ken Champion  
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THE PITY OF IT: HUBERT CRACKANTHORPE
Jim Burns

In late-December, 1896, a body was found near the Quai Voltaire in 
Paris and was identified as that of Hubert Crackanthorpe, an English 
writer who had been living in the city for a couple of months prior to 
his disappearance on November 5th. Crackanthorpe had been present 
at a meeting with his wife and parents on that day when his marital 
problems were discussed, his wife having formed a liaison with 
another man and wanting to end the marriage. Suicide seemed the 
likeliest explanation for Crackanthorpe's death but rumours of murder 
did circulate, though nothing was ever proved to that effect. 
Whatever the cause, the tragedy put an end to a literary career which 
had seemed full of promise.
Hubert Crackanthorpe was born in Westmorland on May 12th, 1870, 
into an upper middle-class family. His father, well-known as a 
Queen's Counsel and Doctor of Civil Law, had written on eugenics 
and other social problems, and his mother hosted a literary salon and 
attracted some attention with an essay, 'The Revolt of the Daughters,' 
published in the 1880s. Crackanthorpe was privately tutored by 
George Gissing and went to Cambridge, but left in his first year due 
to a disagreement with the university authorities. He then spent some 
time travelling in France and Spain, and on his return to London 
began to contribute to various magazines, including The Yellow Book 
and The Savoy. He edited a short-lived review called The Albemarle, 
and struck up friendships with Henry Harland and Roger Fry. It was 
during this period that he met and married Leila MacDonald, a young 
Scottish writer who was, reputedly, a descendant of the famous Flora.
The 1890s were good years for the short-story, and Crackanthorpe 
soon established himself as a talented practitioner of the form. His 
work had a firm base in the kind of realism pioneered by Maupassant 
and Gissing, and when his first collection, Wreckage, was published in 
1893 he was said to be 'at the front of the new realists.' Richard Le 
Gallienne, in his gossipy The Romantic '90s, recalled that 
Crackanthorpe's book was 'one of the sensations of the period,' though 
he also added that he thought the Maupassant influence gave the 
English writer's prose 'a certain hardness and dryness, and even lack 
of atmosphere.' What did come through in Crackanthorpe's writing 
was a very forward-looking, laconic style which, in some ways, 
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anticipated certain 20th century writers who took a downbeat 
approach to their subject-matter. His situations can sometimes seem 
almost melodramatic (and he did have a great love of the old-
fashioned theatrical melodramas that were still performed around 
London), but his language is often brutally direct. In the brief 
'Dissolving View' a well-to-do man receives a letter from a lower-
class girl he has seduced and abandoned. She has had his child, is ill, 
and needs help. The man, due to marry someone of his own class, 
reluctantly goes to see the woman, hoping to find some easy way of 
persuading her to leave him alone. When he arrives at her lodgings in 
a slum-area he discovers that both she and the child have died. He 
returns to his rooms: 'Twenty minutes later he was seated before his 
breakfast table, eating voraciously; for the morning excursion had 
given him a splendid appetite.' And Crackanthorpe rounds off the 
story: 'A month afterward, Gwynnie and he were married. It was a 
smart wedding. There was a fashionable crowd, and the couple 
started to spend their honeymoon in Italy.'
The terseness is typical of Crackanthorpe, and it's as if he's saying 
that life is full of little tragedies and yet it goes on and that people 
can often easily forget. The only real feeling the man had when he 
heard of the deaths was one of relief that neither woman nor child 
would be around to complicate his life. Interestingly, the view of 
women as frequently exploited by men crops up more than once in 
Crackanthorpe's stories. In 'Profiles', another story from Wreckage, a 
girl is seduced by her husband-to-be's friend, who soon regrets his 
actions: 'With the exasperation of a trapped animal, he realised that 
she was one of the clinging sort, whose dismissal was generally 
difficult, always disagreeable'. The girl drifts into a series of liaisons, 
desperately trying to recapture the moment when she gave herself to 
her seducer: 'and then it was any one who by some detail of his person 
recalled Safford to her - a drawling voice heard one night in a 
restaurant; two prickly eyebrows caught sight of one night under a lamp 
post in Piccadilly; a red and black necktie like the one he wore the 
afternoon that he had come to the hotel.' She sinks into what 
Crackanthorpe describes as 'the irretrievable morass of impersonal 
prostitution.' Maurice, the girl's fiancé, tracks her down and offers to 
marry her, but she rebuffs him, at the same time acknowledging that 
her way of life will eventually kill her: 'You don't suppose I find it so 
extra pleasant, do you? she burst out bitterly. But they say it won't 
last long; that's one comfort. I'm done for, and the sooner it's over the 
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better.' The girl disappears, so that Maurice can no longer find her, 
and Crackanthorpe rounds off the story in a plain and sombre 
fashion: 'For some time more she was seen at intervals in a little public 
house at the back of Regent Street. Then she disappeared. What had 
become of her, no one knew and no one cared. Maurice alone 
remembered her, but he never saw her again.'
Despite these bitter little tales - another from Wreckage ends with a 
woman selling herself to raise money to feed her children ('Haifa 
crown then, and I can go home in an hour.') - Crackanthorpe seems 
to have been good-natured and well-liked. Le Gallienne said that he 
was 'gentle, and chivalric, and romantic.' Nor would it appear that he 
had a pessimistic view of his situation as a writer. In an essay, 
'Reticence in Literature,' published in The Yellow Book, he talked 
positively about the general situation: 'Young men today have 
enormous chances: we are working under exceedingly favourable 
conditions. Possibly we stand on the threshold of a very great period.' 
He went on to claim that the restrictions on what someone could 
write about, and how they could write about it, were breaking down: 
'Before long the battle for literary freedom will be won. A new 
public has been created - appreciative, eager and determined.' The 
article was, of course, written before the trial and imprisonment of 
Oscar Wilde, with its disastrous effect not only on The Yellow Book 
but on writers who were generally linked to the new movements of the 
1890s. Wilde's downfall was used as an excuse by reactionaries to 
question the modern styles, and especially those which admitted to 
influences from the Continent.
The  essay  demonstrated  that  Crackanthorpe  was  familiar  with 
contemporary writing and its problems, and he referred to the 
comparative lack of financial rewards for the 'literary artist,' as 
compared to those available to the writers catering to popular taste in 
the vast range of newspapers and weekly magazines. He was also 
aware of the personal problems a writer could run into, and his story, 
'A Conflict of Egoisms,' is a bleak account, much in the Gissing 
mould, of the ill-fated marriage of a self-absorbed writer and a lonely 
woman who expects more of him than he can ever deliver. As with 
many of Crackanthorpe's stories, the pessimism runs counter to what 
friends perceived as his personal characteristics, though it may well 
have been a true reflection of his overall view of life. It's doubtful 
that it was a literary pose and adopted to achieve recognition in 
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fashionable literary circles. The darkness was too real' for that and 
seemed to come from somewhere within Crackanthorpe.

When his second book of stories, Sentimental Studies and A Set of 
Village Tales, appeared in 1895, it contained a mixture of material, some 
of it placed firmly in London and the surroundings of the time, and 
some in a French village, with the writer observing events and 
personalities. To be honest, the French stories, though entertaining, 
are slight, and it is the other pieces which carry the book. 'A Modern 
Melodrama' is just that, the story of a young woman dying of 
consumption and being lied to by both husband and doctor. A stark 
sketch, what distinguishes it is the directness of the narrative and 
Crackanthorpe's skill with dialogue. And his use of almost-theatrical 
settings ('The pink shade of a single lamp supplied an air of subdued 
mystery; the fire burned red and still; in place of door and windows 
hung curtains, obscure, formless.') and an open ending.
The husband is confronted by the wife who has discovered what the 
doctor said:
'How did you know?'
'I sent Liz to listen,' she answered, mechanically.
He looked about him, helpless.
'I think I'll smoke,' he said feebly.
She made no answer.
'Here, put the glass down,' she said.
He obeyed.
He lit a cigarette over the lamp, sat down opposite her, puffing dense 
clouds of smoke.
'Is that doctor a good man?'
'I don't know. People say so,' he answered.
There is a kind of hopelessness implicit in a story like this, and it is, 
perhaps, yet another example of how Crackanthorpe seemed to be a 
forerunner of some 20th century writers.
A small book of magazine pieces, Vignettes, was published in 1896, 
shortly before Crackanthorpe's disappearance. As the title implies, 
they are all very short and are aimed at creating word pictures of 
Paris, the Chelsea Embankment, St James's Park, and other places. 
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They seem of their time and mainly of historical interest now. When 
Crackanthorpe was in Paris he suggested to Grant Richards, who was 
about to establish himself as a publisher, that he take over The Savoy, 
which was then about to fold, and appoint him as editor. Richards 
arranged to meet Crackanthorpe to discuss the matter, but had to 
cancel the appointment, though the police later found a note about it 
amongst the dead writer's papers and questioned Richards until he 
could prove that he was elsewhere at the time. The only meeting 
which did take place was the one at which, to the dismay of his 
parents, Crackanthorpe sympathised with his wife's point of view. 
Afterwards, he went for a walk and was last seen around 11.30pm in 
the vicinity of the Quai Voltaire. The police judged from the 
condition of his body when it was discovered seven weeks later that 
he had been in the water since the night of the family conference. 
When the news broke in London it was pointed out that he had died 
like a character in one of his stories. And an English newspaper, 
anxious to take a high moral tone in the aftermath of the Oscar Wilde 
trials, suggested that Crackanthorpe's suicide was due to his having 
worshipped French idols.
A posthumous volume, Last Studies, was published in 1897, with an 
introduction by Henry James, and to reviews which spoke of the 
'aching-poignancy' of the stories. Lionel Johnson said: 'The pity of it! 
The pity of it! That was always the unspoken yet audible burden of his 
art.' There was, in at least one of the stories, an indication that 
Crackanthorpe was broadening his outlook. 'Anthony Garstin's 
Courtship' is set in the part of the country where Crackanthorpe had 
been born, and is peopled with characters from the farms and small 
towns of the area. It attempts to use the local dialect in the dialogue 
passages, and to emphasise the scenic qualities of the fells where 
Anthony Garstin looks after his sheep. The central female character 
is a girl misused by another man, but the story offers a much more 
ambiguous and even gentler ending than had been in evidence in 
earlier tales.
Would Crackanthorpe have developed as a writer had he lived? 
Osbert Burdett, surveying what he called The Beardsley Period from 
the vantage point of the 1920s, possibly got it right when he said: 
'His eye could see a limited distance only; the fatigue of watching 
the course of events is great, and where he invents a conclusion, the 
tales are less satisfying than where, having seen so far, he is content 



THE PITY OF IT: HUBERT CRACKANTHORPE

47

to stop. Things happen so, we feel of the best of these stories; and the 
art of this realism is to convey the sense of this happening.' It's an 
accurate description of Crackanthorpe's skills, and it may have been 
true that he did not have the stamina to turn to novels. His talent was 
for the short story, and the changing nature of the literary market, 
w i t h  its increased demand for novels and popular fiction, may have 
forced him onto the sidelines, with only occasional appearances in little 
magazines which published literary as opposed to commercial short 
stories to mark his continued existence. But this is conjecture and, in 
any ease, Crackanthorpe was only twenty-six when he died, so who 
can say what he might have done? The point is that his few years of 
productivity saw him turning out stories which, at their best, were 
comparable to what the leading authors of the day were writing. And, 
although in many ways a man of the 1890s (his tragic death placed him 
on a list of fin-de-siècle writers who succumbed to drink, drugs, 
poverty, and suicide), his taut stories often seemed ahead of their 
time in both their tone and technique.
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RADIO DEMONS
Muhammad Kheir

We Did Not See Her Again

If I tell them that my eyes hurt, they will force me to wear glasses. In 
our school, if you wear glasses you will be mocked and cast away 
from football matches. Before we leave with my father, while we 
were visiting her at the hospital; she pulled my young brother 
towards her, hugging and kissing his tiny hands. I was emotionally 
overwhelmed that I turned my eyes and stared at the coloured juice 
packages stacked on the bedside table. She noticed and gave me 
some. I took them and we left. I ran towards the marvellous glass 
door that opens as we approach and closes as we walk away. Before 
we reach the outside gate, my father said that she is waving from her 
window. I looked up but could not see her; I did need glasses. 

Testy, like all the elderly

Each of them went to spend the night in his family home, so I was all 
alone in the apartment we rented between Shubra and Al-Masarra. It 
is old-styled with high-ceiled isolated rooms. The owner rented it for 
a cheap price that we pay every three months when she comes from 
her distant province. It was our unspoken rule not to enter the room 
where the owner's mother died; her wardrobe is still there filled with 
her home clothes. We even found her leather slipper underneath her 
bed. We did not ask about the reason for keeping those things or why 
the room was left unlocked. One of my apartment mates used to 
convince his girlfriends to wear the dead old woman's clothes, and 
then he would tell them the truth enjoying their sharp shrieks that 
irritate the neighbours. We used to kid around with each other 
visualizing the old woman's life surrounded by ancient walls, 
sometimes pretending to talk to her until it gradually turned from 
being funny to a heavy dull undeclared existence. But both my mates 
began seizing every chance to spend the night outside that I used to 
stay alone. After a while, I started to close my room while sleeping 
and I would often wake up scared for no reason, as happened now. 
And before I fell asleep again I knew for certain that the knocks on 
my room door were clearly real.
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At Any Time

Someone would stop facing the café, he would look inside leaning 
with his elbow on the large window border, and shouting but we will 
not recognize his words. Then he will fling his arm for the café to 
explode. During the micro-moments, beer bottles would crack before 
it catches fire. I will be a lucky guy, I will not be hurt, while two or 
three will die not of the powerful grenade, but of ambulance delay. 
Newspapers will report that they breathed their last right after they 
came to the hospital. Nevertheless, no one will sympathize with 
them.

Old advertising panels would fall off walls, some are funny and most 
of them are for extinct brands. They will knock against the ground, 
but no dust would rise up because blood will pull it down.
Most witnesses will not remember aggressor's facial features, some 
could not see him and others would forget the whole incident 
because of trauma. Police will not punish any of its men who failed 
in duty to catch the criminal. Rumours that police know the criminal 
and intent to let him released will spread among café visitors.
Café owner will get rid of it, someone will buy it and cancel alcohol 
license and expand on juice line. The new owner is not bigoted; he 
will keep the satellite and allow girls to sit together with boys 
smoking shisha and having cold yogurt and everyone will get used to 
video clips high volume. Old visitors will not leave with one accord, 
but they will do anyway. You will return from your journey, you will 
find no one. We will no longer sit together swinging between relief 
and tension, measuring walls intimacy or watching café waiters as 
they block windows with massive paper and woody boards as for our 
beer glasses not to hurt passersby.

Fady

When the rain blocked me, I stood beneath the college balcony 
attempting to watch the sea from between the cars moving slowly 
along the cornice. He approached but did not look me in the eye. I 
thought he would ignore me as been his custom recently and I felt at 
ease about it. Few students were there and I was the only one trying 
to light up a cigarette. The match was wet, his hand stretched with a 
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lighter, I used it and I gave him a thank-you gesture.
He stood still then whispered, “No one else looks like me nor is 
named after me.”
Sheltered by the sound of rain drops and the honking trucks, I did not 
comment, but he continued, “And certainly I do not have a twin 
brother; I just made up the whole story to evade some embarrassing 
situations, though I am the one who is guilty.”
I nodded without looking him in the eye.
"I told you the truth because you are kind and I do not want to 
deceive you like I did to others," he said.
I smiled to him gratefully, patted him on the shoulder while he 
looked at the sea. He rushed between adjacent cars with his head 
covered by a newspaper. I kept an eye on him until he disappeared. 
Then, I thought that insanity is both harsh and delightful.

Translated by: Aya Nabih (Zainab)
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Love
My first love delighted
in her accusation
as she sprayed me all over the fresh cut grass:
”This is all you ever think about.”
The next one taught me more
told me she was my boy
and proffered her bum.
After which came, this here sonny, is a serious business.
This here belongs to me lover
no more waving it at all and sundry.
With age arrived a real lady.
Sophisticated, she knew they’d dropped a bomb
on Hong Kong called Designer Jeans.
She hung an earring from me and instructed me
to kiss her in an unmentionable spot.
We attended places inconsiderate of conversation,
submerged in the deafening clamour of fun.
My fifth love was a ballerina from Hamburg
with short legs.
Both her kitchen and her whatnot
smelled of egg shells.
A melancholic failure,
she gave me free accommodation
and imparted her craft to others with better breath
than herself.
Although the Aussen-Alster deserves a better requiem,
it was there I lost my trousers
on a queer boat wearing drag.
A genuine and golden-hearted whore
to whom I served as lone gigolo
the adoration which flowed from her divided loyalties.
She called me Tommy, where’st thy God?
I told her. I’ve chucked it at the ceiling
to make a marriage bed.
Drunk as a coot.

Nigel Ford
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Gone fishing

Thirty years ago we caught whiting.
I know old man, in your prime the great sea bass
thrashed on your line.
Your grandson followed the wavering lamp of your Hercules
bicycle
to the shore for the midnight tide.
Where we cast, standing in the surf.
Lines baited for those long gone bass,
we’d catch whiting.
It was a sad story even then,
but not without its moments.
Of secret cigarettes
and hot tea from the thermos
as the glowing hands of your service issue watch
crept up upon 2 a.m.
But sadder still, casting here alone
awash in white spume and gravel spin
I catch nothing at all,
And have given up smoking.

Nigel Ford
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THE ISLE OF FUCKING NOWHERE
John Lee

It was the outsider theme (Wilson) but also my mate Jim that put me 
onto Céline. I was in limbo between School and University. In 
between dossing on a billet bed in West Freugh near Stranraer and 
going to town to get pissed on six rapid pints – the pubs in Scotland 
shut at nine o’clock - I came across Jimmy who was marking time, 
wasting two years in uncongenial company before serious  
employment came along. For the first week most of us looked 
through the windows in disbelief.
Through one window you could see the sea but only on the rare 
occasions when it was not raining or the mist had lifted and through 
the window on the other side lay the grey rough, rocky land used for 
scrawny sheep and cattle. We were isolated in the Scottish Lowlands 
eight miles from Stranraer. The camp was surrounded by a broken 
stone wall built to keep the Picts out and now had huge gaps to let 
the IRA in. Burns country the locals called it but to us it was the Isle 
of Fucking Nowhere .
The only locals we knew were those who worked on the camp and 
lived miles away in the mist. They talked of the ferry disaster in the 
harbour mouth. Most of them had been involved in fruitless rescue 
attempts and many had lost relatives. On better days they romanced 
and recited their celebrated poet. Burns night was the big event of the 
year.   I felt sorry for the poor bastard, it was impossible to go out 
because it was always raining and there was no where to go anyway - 
you might as well write poetry. Anyway there was shite on the Tele 
and what’s on was controlled by the shite I had to live with. There 
were many decent guys but they did not dominate. Mastery was 
achieved by the occupants of the adjoining billet, the cooks, and even 
worse the cooks’ assistants. This was a camp where the RAF stored 
its Glaswegian misfits – lifers without a trade - most of whom had 
escaped into the R A F from the "Po-leese "and the Gorbels. They 
were sent to West Freugh because there they could do least harm in 
this no-man’s land that separated Scotland from Ireland. Their 
behaviour in Germany had already provoked an international crisis.
The cooks’ billet stank of piss, stale porridge and fag smoke and ours 
did too as the fumes flowed through the sanitary block into our 
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Nissan hut. The stink and filth at this level in the British  forces 
might seem surprising but officers and non-coms kept away from the 
cooks. They might catch something or soil their expensive uniforms. 
They knew that the cooks had ways of striking  back. They wanked 
into officers’ soup or hid pubic hairs under their fried eggs. The 
cook’s assistant was a lifer recruit who, if he survived training, might 
in times of battle either frag a superior or win a V.C.
Cards, drink and prostitutes from Aberdeen to Aden were prominent 
on their unwritten CVs and this, their sporting lives, might stretch 
into their middle-age. Occasionally a sergeant cook on a vengeance 
mission would enter our billet to awaken sleepers by smacking feet 
with a stick .This would be done preferably at  7 o’clock on a Sunday 
morning . They claimed the idea was to remind us that the RA F 
required us dressed and lying on top of the bed rather than in it. This 
we were expected to do for the rest of the day there being absolutely 
nothing else. More likely it was:  “If I can’t sleep why the fuck 
should you!" And there was great pleasure in listening to young 
National Servicemen squeal - it was a pay back for the disdain they 
knew they were held in by these young smart arses.
 I arrived in this hole fresh from school and had not yet discovered 
the boundary which separates man from beast - but enlightenment 
did not take long. I was given a “sack” adjacent to the latrines 
alongside five other embittered but wiser equipment accountants.  In 
my first week I walked the ten metres into those latrines for a shit 
and a shave. As it was Sunday I was in civvies so I took off my 
sweater and shirt and hung  them on a hook then  I realised that I’d 
left my shaving soap on my  pit so I slipped through the door to get 
it. On returning I found the shirt and sweater gone. Ten seconds - 
there was nobody there when I left and nobody there when I 
returned. On complaining to my new “mates” I was told “It’s your 
own fucking fault - they’re the cooks so you leave nothing ever.” My 
response that it was "only 10 seconds" got the riposte  “what a 
wanker!” The fault was mine and my character was posted on the 
wall for review.
Jimmy’s character was also up for assessment, but in his case the 
judges were out and they stayed out. After I gained some credit I was 
warned to watch my step with him - "he might well be another 
Fenally.”  Fenally was also an equipment accountant whereas Jim 
was a proper accountant both outside and inside the mob. This was a 
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top job though it paid no better and explained his billeting with the 
snobby types in the next block. He only came into our space to see 
me and this was indeed grounds for suspicion. On the surface he 
shared certain traits with Fenally. Just like Fenally he was always 
reading and had also reached the rank of senior aircraftsman - 
automatic promotion for the competent. However as a full 
accountant he was in the adjutant’s office working during the day 
amongst the officers guarding, or as we later came to see it, 
“falsifying” the station’s accounts. He was reputed to know what was 
going on behind the scenes. This included vital information about 
postings, pay and rumours about the station being closed down.
Fenally, because he was based like us in the equipment section, was 
not seen as one who knew or one who was wise and hence the 
surprise at later developments. When I met Jim one day in the 
education section we started to chat straight away touching on late 
adolescent topics such as the meaning of life. This was often 
combined with complaints about the uncultured complacent sods we 
lived with. This would not include Fenally. Some of them hadn’t 
realised that life was bloody awful and that Scotland was unfit for 
humans to live in. He started to come round in the evenings and 
didn't play or even talk about football. Neither of course did Fenally 
but unlike Fenally he kept his bitterness to himself and this was his 
saving grace. Fenally was sarcastic in a camp style that was 
deliberately affected in order to irritate. There were no exceptions to 
his targeting - “YOU might think like that Jock but then you not 
really bright enough to think anyway are you love!" I remember his 
smirking to Jock after Jock had told him he thought it was his turn on 
as duty cleaner. “You’ll get this fucking bumper stuffed up your arse 
if you talk to me like that - yer bleeding queer.” Jock a Catholic and 
a tough Glaswegian who had signed for three years was not normally 
your man of violence so for Fenally to provoke this response was 
probably taken by him not just as a success but also as a 
confirmation of what he  believed was deep in  Jock’s nature - 
undoubtedly in all our natures though often mischievously 
concealed. His sexual orientation was suspect as was his covert 
intellectual Catholicism that saw us immersed in original sin. By 
contrast Jim avoided the mob. In the face of discordant views he 
smiled and walked away He had decided to get through this whole 
experience with as little trouble as possible and was mature enough 
to be able to do it even amongst the aliens. We spent our evenings 
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together in the Naafi but quite often in the tin hut which served as 
both education section and camp library where we could read, play 
records and talk in private. This was thought unsociable. Jim had 
managed to wangle a key from the education officer who it was 
reputed had been to Oxford but had signed up as a three year man to 
get the worsted uniform and avoid the company of the ranks whom 
he now had to spend the day teaching the A B C. and its relationship 
to words in the English language.
Fenally, though from Bolton, also had education and read what to 
most of  the rest were strange books though not as strange as Jim's: 
Gide, Ibsen, Dostoevsky and someone called Céline. Oscar Wilde 
was prominent and he left Oscar on view so all could see it. Jock 
would have known Oscar was a bender and Fenally knew that Jock 
would know and would tell the whole billet. When I tried to open up 
a literary conversation I was usually rebuffed and I can see now how 
this might have been deserved. I had made it clear that if push came 
to shove I’d rather get pissed and talk football with the hard men 
than be ostracised with he of ill repute. No one had evidence that he 
was one of those though he never denied it. He’d either gone to 
grammar school or even public school and showed evidence of a 
Catholic background in the way he sneered at Jock’s devout 
Catholicism - suggesting that he could take him to the cleaners if it 
ever came to a theological dispute.
 Jim, was a small, shuffling Essex man, whereas Fenally was quite 
well built and walked, or perhaps minced, in a manner designed to 
attract attention. He did not like Fenally though they shared a disdain 
for popular tastes and vox pop opinions. His dislikes were expressed 
without belligerence, quietly and privately. He never said why he 
disliked Fenally nor vice versa, they simply did not speak to each 
other. He passed me books by Henry James - The Europeans - The 
Aspen Papers and interestingly - The Trial of Oscar Wilde and we 
discussed them or rather he told me what they were about. Whilst I 
had A level English my background was essentially petit bourgeois 
one generation removed from the Salford working class.
Jim was one of the first I ever met who recognised life’s 
incongruities and pains and sought to explain them and to develop 
strategies to deal with, if not defeat them. He said that some of us 
cannot avoid realising that life is essentially pointless and 
disappointing. I suspect Fenally was one of these. Where some may 
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be able to see it and look away and some not to see it at all, some 
seem condemned to continually stare at it. One of Jim's strategies 
was to treat life as farce rather than tragedy. He recommended 
Thurber, Thorne Smith and Don Marquis. For him they were escape 
routes from Kafka's world. He recommended Celine's Voyage as a 
guide. Jim was re-posted to London. He told me that he might be an 
accountant in the real world but as soon as his service was over he 
was going to Paris to live amongst the writers. I like to believe that 
he did and sat discussing his “philosophy” with Sam Beckett.
At the other end of the billet were the photographers who produced 
and examined photographs taken by the experimental radar planes. 
Like the cooks they played cards incessantly and were also mainly in 
the mob for life but they had a technical trade for which they  needed 
some form of education. Also they discussed things and were 
curious. I remember Jack their lead intellectual explaining to the 
group that in Japan there were masters of Ju -Jitsu who could kill you 
at thirty yards using sounds which they were able to emit from the 
muscles of their stomach. It turned out that Jack knew things that 
even Wilson of the Wizard had never encountered and he was a 
superb Poker player. One night he took all Griff’s money plus the 
money that Griff had saved up to go on leave plus something 
between two and three hundred pounds that Griff had not got. Griff’s 
solution was simple; he signed on for another 10 years. The 400 
pounds bounty money enabled him to pay off Jack and get pissed for 
ten  nights running.  I believe he paid for all the drinks for all of the 
five photographers during his period of "Quids in - Fuck it we might 
not be here tomorrow."
As a group they were the first Beats I’ve ever encountered. They 
simply lived in the present and saw little connexion between that and 
the future. I had an in with the photographers because I had known 
Griff as a crazy uneducable schoolboy at Chorlton Central School. 
Though he came from Gatley, from a fairly middle-class background 
he was dismissed by the school teachers and pupils alike as being 
frivolous. Not serious about schoolwork, not serious about sport and 
not even serious about girls who dismissed him as an odious fool. 
When I first walked into the billet and put my kitbag alongside 
Fenally’s bed-space he lurched at me and said “I fuckin know you`". 
We did coincidences and some filling in since our last meet and he 
finished by turning to his mates, the other photographers, and told 
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them that this was "a good reason to get fuckin pissed tonight - his 
coming here." He was pointing at me. They did so and I was glad not 
to be invited to either the piss up or the card sessions, some of which 
would go on all night. Though Griff had given me the in and though 
we always nodded and smiled at each other Griff and I never had 
longer than a two minute conversation throughout the whole nine 
months we shared the same bedroom.. Jack was different though. He 
saw me as a fellow educated man and wished to share his knowledge 
and worldly experience. He would tell me about going with 
prostitutes and donkeys in Cairo, of riding camels with the wogs and 
of how he once shagged a bird and her mother on the same night. 
The mother caught him at it with the daughter and had hysterics so 
he ran from the house and didn't feel able to go back for his coat. He 
was a reader and lent me his prized copy of Gerald Kersh - They Die 
with Their Boots Clean - I thank him for Gerald Kersh -  he also 
recited  for me several stanzas of my fathers favourite poem - The 
Ballad of Dangerous Dan Mcgraw. He'd  been born in London, 
brought up in Barnardo’s and was taken into the RAF as an 
apprentice at the age of sixteen. He gave the impression he thought I 
was all right and despite my naivety not as over-educated or toffee-
nosed as might at first appear. This was important because it led me 
to think that if he thought that way then others amongst the street-
wise might think so too.
 They too warned me to stay away from the cooks and  to beware of  
the spectre of Fenally who might creep in the night - I was, after all, 
in the next bed-space. If Jews were Célines obsession then queers 
were the butt of my fellow conscripts. (I saw this as a bum pun 
afterwards - really wild!). This ostracism even extended to those who 
failed to prove that they were not bum boys-like Fenally. I suppose it 
all has to do with binding the boys together - group solidarity. One 
joins in but it leaves a nasty taste in the mouth after.
On leaving Stranraer to be re-posted to Cyprus I never saw Fenally, 
Jock or Jack again but I did hear of them. I was at my mother’s some 
three or four years later and she was listening to `Family Favourites. 
I heard Jean Metcalf say that the next record - an Ella Fitzgerald 
number was being played for Jack now serving in Aden from Jock 
and all his mates at West Freugh."I know them, I know them!" I said. 
But no one seemed to be particularly interested.
I also heard of Fenally who was recalled into the forces as a witness 
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and possible co-conspirator in the great petrol and pig conspiracy 
which was to cost our adjutant five years in prison. The adje was in 
trouble when I was there but only for locking all the camp rifles 
away in the armoury and going away to Edinburgh with the key in 
his pocket. The special police had made a mock IRA raid on the 
station and demanded our immediate presence on the airstrip. All 
that could be found for our defence were hockey sticks. The pig and 
petrol affair was more serious. The adjutant had declared swine fever 
amongst all of the pigs that made up the farm supporting the messing 
fund. However he had sold them as pork and bacon to the pubs and 
hotels of the lowlands. Fenally was called back to explain how, as 
equipment clerk in charge of petrol, he had not noticed the 
discrepancy of more than a thousand gallons between the books and 
the petrol tanks. The adjutant had found someone to issue it to 
civilians on the side. I don't know what Fenally (or Jim) knew.

------------

Oiku: That’s all Folks. (Dave Birtwistle)

The hiding man peeked into the day room. It looked like a close-up 
from ‘Christ Carrying the Cross’  by Hieronymus Bosch. 
Everywhere there were popping eyeballs, lolling tongues and a 
distinct shortage of teeth. It was a sight for sore eyes. One old man 
reminded him of Robert Newton and once a week Long John Silver 
seemed to catch a second breath and remember his old socialist 
principles. He loved listening to him. “Come ‘ere,” he’d say.  “If I 
stand on that lavvy lid and look over those chimneytops, on a clear 
day I can still see the class struggle.” 
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ONE BASTARD INTERLEWD
Tanner

 
I was hungover.
And I had to walk the five miles or so there, because I’d pissed my 
dole up the wall as usual, so I couldn’t afford to treat myself to our 
sterling bus service. When I arrived I was flushed-faced and 
wheezing, lending me the appearance of a tomato in its penultimate 
stages of orgasm. 
I went to the information desk and this innocent eyed but not so 
innocent bodied girl creature half greeted me. She told me to wait. 
So I stood there. Waiting … After about ten minutes, some middle-
aged blonde woman with a middle-aged grin shook my hand. She 
told me to wait too. So I stood there. Waiting … 
After another ten minutes, he came out of his office – the deputy 
manager. He waddled over like a turkey attempting to waddle in the 
manner of an especially retarded turkey. He shook my hand. His was 
sweaty. Mine was sweaty. The beads of our wanking hands sweat 
were kissing. Urgh. He led me into his little office …
He sat on the side of the desk reserved for more important people, on 
a cushioned blue throne with ambitious threads to massage his flab. I 
was plonked in one of those small grey plastic chairs with a 
rectangular hole in the back, allowing anyone behind you to sneak a 
peek at the top of your sit-upon’s divide – only if they really wanted 
to, of course. 
He explained what the job would entail.
‘Well, from the looks of yer CV I can see yer’ve done this sorta 
thing before. Yer know, stackin shelves, collectin stock, helpin 
customers …’
‘Yeah, I’ve ad plenty a retail experience,’ I shuddered. 
WHAT WAS I DOING HERE? DID I REALLY NEED ALE 
MONEY THIS BAD? YES.
‘But tell me,’ he leant comfortably forward, ‘what is it that attracts 
you ter this job, exactly?’
‘Erm … well, yer know, I need the money.’ His forehead dropped a 
notch. ‘And …’ I had no choice. I was going to have to lie. ‘And 
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what’s more, I like people. Yeah. I really like em. Like servin em, 
like werkin with em, yer know … I’m a … people person.’
‘Ah, well that’s good ter hear!’ he beamed. He knew damn well I 
was blowing smoke up his pasty arse, he probably took great 
pleasure in watching me abuse my principles, just to get a job I 
absolutely did not want. Probably? 
I myself knew I was lying, and I for one did give a shit. 

Worse still, I only went and got the job. When they rang to tell me, it 
had been two months since the interview and I’d forgotten all about 
it. And I was drunk. Or hungover. Or both.
‘Mr Tanner?’
‘Yeah, wha?’
‘Yer’ve got the job!’
‘Wha friggin job?’
‘Er … here at Harry’s? You came in last month? Yer interview was 
successful.’
‘Oh. Joy unbound, ay?’
‘Er, yeah … Yer induction will be tomorrow at nine a.m.’
‘Kay. Tar.’
I put the phone down and scratched my throbbing skull. What fresh 
hell had I stumbled into now …?

I managed to get there the next morning, aching from the trek, and 
they kept me waiting in this stuffy shoebox room with no window 
and filing cabinets crammed against all the walls ... WHY WAS I 
DOING THIS TO MYSELF? I DIDN’T WANT TO WORK, THAT 
WAS FOR THE OTHER PEOPLE. I WANTED TO EXPRESS 
MYSELF. 
But I had no choice. Mum needed rent. She was sick of me moping 
about the house, swigging cheap wine and staring at the ceiling with 
disdain. She wanted me to make a bigger contribution to the house. 
Bigger than nowt, at least. 
So I was trapped. Trapped in society’s game. And etc. (See 
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Bukowski, see Kerouac, see any other writer you like for such 
poignant laments on the human condition, what what.) 
Once again, I was left to mull over my impending spiritual doom for 
quite some time. I was on the verge of belting it out of there, when 
two other lads came in ... they sheepishly grunted at me and sat 
down ... the three of us avoided each other’s eyes as we sat stewing, 
the banal drudgery of what was to come looming over us ... 
Then, HE came in: this lively bloke with the quintessential idiot’s 
grin. He had a company shirt and tie on, so he was clearly important. 
‘All right,’ declared the grin, ‘I’m Pete!’ 
We just looked at him ... the tool ... what did he want, a parade?
‘I’m gonner be takin yer through yer induction today. First things 
first though, I’ve gotter show you these videos, demonstratin health 
an safety in the werkplace, OK?’
He put them on. They were incredibly embarrassing: a bunch of 
gormless employees were lifting boxes and driving pick-up trucks to 
a patronising voice-over. I’ve seen these things countless times 
before, they tell you how to lift boxes correctly, they tell you not to 
run with scissors … It was obvious these people just adored being a 
part of these videos, they were having the time of their feeble lives, 
and oh, weren’t they doing something just wonderful for the 
company? The whole thing simply screamed ‘DON’T EVER SUE 
US! DON’T YOU DARE EVER COST US MORE MONEY THAN 
YOU MAKE US!’
After that, Pete took us all around the store, explaining the contents 
of various isles. The two lads kept nodding at him hastily, going 
‘Yep’ and ‘Got it.’ I just trailed behind. I wasn’t really paying 
attention. I was too busy bleeding out my raped soul. And etc.
Then he took us into the warehouse out back … and it was here that 
I was to have one of my infamous, consistent People Incidents. He 
pointed where all the stock was stored, and where all the trucks and 
loading pallets and whatever the fuck else machinery were kept, and 
then he turned, studied me and said ‘Yer understand?’
‘Yeah,’ I shrugged. ‘Why?’
‘It’s just yer looked like yer weren’t payin attention.’
‘No, I was.’



THE CRAZY OIK – ISSUE 14

64

‘Well, yer didn’t LOOK like yer were.’
My god, was he so insecure that he needed reassuring by my facial 
movements? 
‘Wha do yer want me ter do,’ I asked, ‘look up at yer in love-sick 
wonder?’ 
‘No …’ he leans into my face ‘but you could at least LOOK 
interested, couldn’t yer?’
I felt like screaming at him ‘THAT’S BECAUSE MY FACE IS 
NOT AN INSTRUMENT WITH WHICH TO SATISFY YOU!’ but 
I didn’t. like. 
I was a coward. 
I had rent to pay. 
Anyone in society is a coward. You have to be a coward to make 
your way in it. And etc, fer chrizake. 
‘Away with the fairies, were yer?’ he emits in a squeaky voice, 
fluttering his eyelids mockingly ... now this was not amusing in the 
least, but he THOUGHT he was being funny, so that was the cue for 
the other lads let out their obligatory suck-up laughs ...
He smiled at this. He was important. 

I get some spindly weasel, pock-marks morris-dancing around his 
NHS specs, to gob the routine at me: 
‘So yer see,’ he went, ‘this is the isle tha this particular stock 
belongs on.’
‘Yeah, I know.’
‘So we take the stock, an we make sure we put it in the right place 
…’
‘I know …’
‘An once yer’ve done yer cage, yer go back the warehouse …’
‘I know!’
‘An yer get some more! OK? Need me ter go through it again?’
I had a pocket knife, you know. I thought of poking holes in his head 
with a screwdriver, listening to the wind whistle through that 
dormant skull ...  And he kept talking at me, not to me, but AT me. It 
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was all the usual trite banter …
‘I drank WAY too much last night, me! Do you drink? I drink, I 
drink LOADS, me! Bet I could drink YOU under the table! Wanna 
see sometime?’ and  ‘… Shagged this well fit bird last night. She 
was DEAD FIT mate, DEAD BIG TITS … you shag a lota birds, do 
yer? Are dee FIT? My birds’re fit …’ and, of course, ETC. 
There were lots of customers around. They had damned faces. 
Young and old, fat yet malnourished … zombies. They marched the 
aisles in desperation: 
‘Excuse me son, but what’s that you’re putting out, there?’
‘These are biscuits.’
‘Biscuits?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Do you know if you have any others in the shop?’
‘I dunno.’
‘You don’t know?’
‘Nah.’
‘You do work here, don’t you?’
‘Yeah.’
‘So you work here, but you don’t know the answer to a simple 
question like that?’
‘I only started terday, though.’
‘Oh! So you’ve been here an entire day, but you still can’t help me?’
‘Well, no. Obviously, I aven’t bin ere an entire day, it’s only arf 
eleven fer Christ’s sake.’
‘Ah! How dare you!’
‘Wha?’
‘You said “Christ” to me!’
‘Oh … so?’
‘So? SO?’
‘Look, er … miss. Lots a people say “Christ”. Jesus, the bible sez it 
loads.’
‘AHH! THAT DOES IT! I WANT TO SPEAK TO YOUR 
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MANAGER!’
‘Please miss, this is only me first day … Look, I can’t elp yer, but if 
yer’d just bare with me, I’ll go an find another werker who can tell 
you if there’s any other biscuits, is tha all right?’
‘I DON’T WANT YOUR SCUMMY BISCUITS, I WAS ONLY 
ASKING A PERFECTLY SIMPLE QUESTION!’ 
And she scurried off, outraged.
Now this one, well, she was really going for plebeian chic, like ... a 
shapeless crone in old grey cotton leggings, she hauls two trolleys 
my a-way ... exposed slabs of pink calves be pulsating, circulation 
compromised by grip of said trackies, at the weight they drag 
anyhoo, let alone the added microwave banquets on wheels ... these 
are mountains of chips, crisps, ice lollies … 
‘Ah can’t be packin deese meself!’ she burps. ‘I’ve got arthritis! Am 
andicapped!’ and I’m tempted to agree ... ‘In BOWF me hands!’ 
waving her snuff-caked paws at your author’s delicious bastard face. 
‘You’ll ave ter put em in bags for me!’ Doesn’t ask nicely, no style 
or grace about it, just a flustered screech ...
So I’m stuffing all this cheap reconstituted crap into bag after bag … 
sacks of poison gathering around your octopus of an author’s bag-
packing duty-bound blur ... a nerve pounds out my neck … she has 
this kid right, and it’s a bit alleged, if you cava: this subnormal with 
fungi stuck to the retinas … it keeps pogoing up and down, and she 
screeches ‘FUCKIN BEE-AVE!’ and slaps it across the face, a 
peeawah wallop from the trollop shocks it into submission, 
‘BEEAVE, fuck!’ dumf ... that ricochets the inner juices of this 
plebfant (infant pleb, no less) (or lesser, actually), sends a stunning 
wave through the nervous system, it stands still humming cross-eyed 
for a while as the motor skills, such as they be/was/is/shall be, try re-
booting … then it starts jumping up and down again ... boing, boing 
... so she gives it another slap: dumf ‘YOU ANNOYIN LIL 
BASTARD!’ she yells in it’s puffy ear, hanging throbbing like the 
last cry of a membrane – which it could be, the force she’s dumfing 
the ickle fucker, could very well be the brain shard that was holding 
the ickle fucker together, swaying out the temple there, now ...  
Meanwhile I’m building this plot of stinking thawing bags at my till 
… a fucking Everest for her to plough through as she sits in her 
council flat watching game shows and decking her sprogs …
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I collapse in my chair, blinking the hot sweat down my cheeks in 
lovely blobs that stain my work shirt and will beseech me to scav 70 
odd p from the crevices of the rather filthily defunct sofa in mine 
bedsit, to use the communal washing machine, since you must take 
pride in your appearance if you don’t want P45ing ... not too much 
pride, like, not so much you you flip the supervisor off and run off 
into the urban set melt, but just enough to effect robotesque company 
pride, hmm .... uh, I squint at the till: 
‘Right. That’s two hundred an eleven pounds, ninety six pee, please,’ 
I wheeze … quite a feat, considering everything on the shelves is 
about a quid ...
She just shrugs at the price ...
She rips into her purse, suddenly those sausage fingers work ... she 
slaps a wad down and begins leafing through it ... ‘I aven’t got 
enough,’ she wails ... o the poor impoverished cunt. She wants to try 
claiming without kids or a fixed address ... ‘Gonna ave ter leave 
some stuff!’ 
And now she’s chucking exploding crisp bags at me, scabby shards 
of Moscow-scented potato ungoodness hailing down ... 
Lobbing bacon at me, bleeding arse slabs of swine slapping your 
author’s marinating fucking face ...
‘I’ll leave tha … an tha ... Actually, nah, ang on ... I’ll ave tha, an put 
tha back …’ 
‘Come on!’ someone yells, ‘Am on a double yellow!’
‘I can’t take all this ome!’ she feigns this sudden realisation, insisting 
‘Call me a taxi!’ with typical gratitude ...
‘I’m a tilly,’ I cry, ‘not yer fuckin carer! Can’t you do it yerself?
‘Ah don’t ave no phone!’ she wobbles, ‘me arthritis!’ waving her 
elephant stumps at me, ‘me arthritis, me arthritis, am andicapped!’
The things you have waved in your face at this job, I tell thee ... I’d 
go on the game and swap my tax man for a pimp if I still had the 
legs... 
‘I was gonna ask you if you were insane,’ I venture, ‘but yer’d say 
NO either way.’
‘I said am parked on a DOUBLE YELLOW!’ the anonymous back-
queue shape yelled again.
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‘That’s not MY fault, is it?’ I call into the throng of townie limbs 
sweating around me ... congealed local bastards ...
‘Excuse me son, where do you keep the fruit?’
‘Oh, they should be in the next aisle.’
‘Should be? Does that mean they might not be?’
‘Eh?’
‘Have you ran out of fruit?’
‘Don’t think so, sir.’
‘Don’t think so? Well do you KNOW, son?’
‘Yeah, I just said they’re in the next aisle!’
‘You said they should be.’
‘Oh God, tha was just a figure a speech. Look, do yer want me to 
take yer an show yer?’
‘No I do not! I don’t NEED you, I’m not an invalid!’

It never ended. I was being harassed by an endless stream of cretins: 
‘Will this light bulb fit into my lamp?’
‘Er, I dunno. What kinder fittin is yer lamp, miss?’
‘Ooh, do you know, I don’t know.’
‘Well then I’m afraid I can’t elp yer.’
‘Can’t help me? You work here and you can’t help me?’ 
‘Well, no, not if-’
‘I hate this store!’ she screamed and stormed out ... 
‘So do I!’ I called after her, already certain ... I turned and everyone 
was looking at me. The oh so very superior girls on the tills. 
Customers. Other workers. 
‘Wha?’ I asked. Nobody answered me.

 Where do all the people come from? And why?
‘Hey you there, worker man.’
‘Wha?’
‘Do you have any of these ready meals in a healthier option?’
‘If we did, t’wud be an oxymoron, squire.’
‘Begging pard?’
‘Erm, nah – yer know wha? If there’s none there, then we aven’t got 
any, sir,’ I started to shuftie away ...
‘Yes, but I thought if you just TOLD me whether there is or not, it 
would save me wasting my time looking.’
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‘I’ve barely finished me first month. I don’t know every single meal 
we ave yet, sir. But am makin an educated guess, so –’
‘You can’t take that tone with me!’
‘Wha tone?’
‘WHAT TONE?’ he bellowed ... then just stood there, glaring at me. 
He didn’t even speak, just panted in anger, clutching some cardboard 
spag bol .... I waited ... Clearly he’d finished so I started walking off. 
‘BLOODY YOUTH!’ I heard him say to someone. ‘USELESS!’ 
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RUSSIA AND 'RUSSITANIA'
Alexis Lykiard

I've just seen for the first time two old films, both set in 'old' Russia, 
both beautifully made B&W features, both very much of their times 
(the Forties and Fifties). Each looks back however to depict a 
particular vision of Russia during an earlier historical period: they 
cover the pre-Revolutionary era and WW2, embracing both 
melodrama and drama, kitsch and tragedy – courtesy of Moscow and 
Hollywood. Two inevitably different views of course – poles apart, 
fantastical or neoRealist – of Russia and what one might label 
'Russitania'. 

I'd highly recommend Summer Storm (d. Douglas Sirk, 1944), taken 
from Chekhov's only novel The Shooting Party, itself a little known 
yet fascinating piece of early crime fiction. Sirk was a wonderful 
director, another of those talented European emigrés to Hollywood, 
and he assembled an odd but splendid trio of leads: George Sanders, 
Edward Everett Horton, Linda Darnell – and even Sig Ruman as the 
latter's drunken dad! The lovely and planturous Linda D. plays a 
splendid femme fatale, not at all a fairhaired Chekovian belle 
paysanne, but superb and statuesque nonetheless. In his film review 
of July 1944, the great James Agee wrote of "Linda Darnell, flashing 
her eyes and teeth and flexing her glands at both men", adding 
wistfully, "since, in general appearance she is a kind of person I can 
imagine going on all fours for, especially if I were a provincial 
judge, I thought her not entirely ill cast." Sanders is Sanders, witty, 
worldweary and irreplaceable. He was actually closer to Chekhov 
than the other thesps (born, after all, in St Petersburg); indeed, David 
Thomson has remarked on the unique Sanders style of "ostentatious 
and articulate disdain", brilliantly comparing him to "an amused, 
intelligent and playful Nabokov narrator". Many incidental pleasures 
too, in this studio-bound but highly entertaining Russitanian flick – 
another fine dvd reissue.

As for Mikhail Kalatovov's 1958 Cannes prizewinner, The Cranes 
Are Flying, it's moving and gruelling, a big international 
breakthrough for post-war Soviet cinema, and a truly gripping anti-
militarist piece. What's more, there's another, very different and 
equally gorgeous female lead, the beautiful and redoubtable Tatiana 
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Samoilova, the great-niece of Stanislavski, no less! Film historian 
and distinguished documentarist Basil Wright has noted (1974) that 
here "we at last find a heroine of character, indeed of a certain 
elegance, very much unlike the puddingy future hausfrauen of the 
cliche-ridden Stalinist cinema." Apart from what Wright calls its 
"technical exuberance" the film is a salutary reminder of the 
sacrifices made by ordinary Russians during WW2 (their losses – 
around forty million dead – were on a scale scarcely imaginable to us 
today). Samoilova is deeply affecting while everyone, given the 
tragic nature of the story, seems to 'exist' on the screen, rather than 
'act': this was very much a picture of the real world, rather than a 
skilfully contrived studio fantasy. But both these films, so expertly 
made, in their quite different ways provide unforgettable images and 
performances which, once seen, will surely linger in the minds of 
anyone who loves what Lenin called 'The Tenth Muse'.

Illustrated 1942
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THE COURGETTE
Jack Smylie Wild

In many ways there existed nothing so impotent, insignificant and 
harmless as the aging courgette in the fridge. Its flaccid flesh 
promised never to be eaten - it would lie there, sweating gently into 
the twisted cellophane bag, until, in a rare and distant moment of 
conscientious domesticity, one of the lads would take it upon himself 
to dispose of all the rotting rejects kept on life-support by the 
refrigerator’s icy air. And that was the problem: although it would be 
well beyond edible by the time he had returned, he couldn’t bring 
himself to chuck it in the bin because it still shuddered with a 
glimmer of life; it still had the potential to be consumed, though none 
of his housemates would use it, even if he asked - or pleaded. It was 
an issue of both practical and moral concern, he told himself: waste 
not want not; don’t take for granted what others take for survival. So 
then, there it would sit, while he was away having the time of his life 
- just existing in the odious, inexorable reality of the fridge. ‘Let it 
die, don’t kill it. But is that actually more moral, though? Maybe it 
would be happier in the bin, with all the other bits of lowly kitchen 
detritus. I should put it out of its misery.’ Then he heard his mother’s 
disapproving tone: ‘What’s this perfectly good courgette doing in the 
bin?’ It was decided then. In the fridge it would stay. 

He closed the door, but the very thought of its inanimate slumber, 
occasionally disturbed by the harsh glare of the kitchen light; the 
very fact of its presence; the certainty of its being, despite the fact it 
would be far removed from his senses, which would be engaged in 
more lively affairs - all this knowledge gathered like an ominous 
clouds, some conscious, others not, and sent shivers down his spine. 
In still being there upon his return, the courgette would have negated 
the entirety of his journey and all its joys. The banality of its life in 
the house he had come to despise would cancel out all positive 
potentials promised by the future weeks. 

That was it! It’s green breathing, in an atmosphere disturbed 
sporadically by greedy hands grabbing cheeses and margarines, 
sauces and cans of lager, would anchor him to the monotonous 
occurrences of the place. The courgette would become a satellite 
reporting on all that stank in his life. A phallic symbol of decay, 
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darkness - the depths. It had to be consumed - it was the only way. 
His bag was already packed. He had only opened the fridge to get his 
sandwiches. Tentatively, now, he clutched his nemesis. He removed 
the flimsy, clear plastic bag and let it float to the floor. Then he ate 
the aging courgette raw, gagging slightly on the bland pulp. When he 
reached the hard nodule, he stopped and pondered. Then he ate that 
too. He was ready to leave. 

---------------

THE NEWS

No one ever knocks on my door
to preach science. 

Considering preachers tend to come a knockin’
when one is busying oneself
with a bowel movement
or an orgasm, 
a biologist would be a more appropriate addition to the proceedings
as opposed to the god lot
who won’t help you with either.

Believe me,
I’ve tried:
they have very specific types.

Given this,
you’d think they’d leave the suburbanites alone
and spend more time
annoying farms and schools.    

Tanner
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CHICKENS
Peter Street

Lisa went to check the Mexican casserole. A smell of cumin steamed 
up. 
“How long will it be yet?” Jim asked. “I’m starving.” 
“Another ten minutes.” 
“I’m going upstairs, give me a shout when it’s ready.”
She shoved the casserole back in the oven, closed the door then hung 
the oven gloves up on the hook next to the yellow and white towel. 
On the kitchen unit there was a basket of potpourri. Next to that, her 
purse and a photograph of herself and Jim as teenagers. Their arms 
were wrapped around each other. He was pulling a funny face, they 
had been friends who had shared a coach to Blackpool on a day-trip 
from Bolton.    
She straightened her apron, tucked loose strands of hair behind her 
ear, took a hair-clip from the pocket of her apron and clipped back 
her fringe. She generally liked having a fringe, but at times it did 
annoy her, besides she didn’t like seeing the odd bit of grey curling 
down into her eyes. She leaned back against the kitchen units. I’ve 
done him rice. I’ve asked him enough, Why couldn’t he have given 
me a straight answer, “You chose,” he said, then it’s my fault if it’s 
wrong. He’s got rice. If he wants anything else he’ll have to do it 
himself.….That’ll be the day. Besides he’ll probably end up rushing 
off with them. What is it with them? They work together, then they 
go and play golf together. He thinks more of Tony and Bernard than 
he does of me.  
 The kitchen floor was black and white like a chess board, everything 
else in the kitchen was yellow and white.  She called it her sunshine 
kitchen. It’s where she felt strongest. Facing her on the other side of 
the room was the picture of her at Blackpool. That August day had 
been the hottest of the year. Blackpool was packed with kiss-me-
quick hats and candy floss. It was on the beach near the pier where, 
without warning, she had started to undress. No-one knew what was 
happening. She had the figure to get away with it so why not? She 
hadn’t even told her best friend Kathleen Duckworth that her bikini 
was under her jeans and t-shirt. All the wolves were on that stretch of 
beach.…
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She was now cleaning the glasses from the display case, the ones 
Tony and Bernard, had used the night before. “I’ve told him before 
about this.” she said. “I spend half my life cleaning up after him and 
his two cronies.” She opened the mahogany case and slotted them in 
their place at the front with the other three whisky glasses. 
Next to them was a picture of her mum and dad sitting on a Norton 
International motor bike. There were wine glasses on the top shelf, 
she reached over and polished the petrol cigarette lighter, and the 
silver cigarette case with the word “Dad” initialled in the top right 
hand corner she had given him for his fiftieth birthday.   The centre 
piece was a Royal Albert “old Rose” teapot, she knelt down.  
Carefully, she lifted the china pot out away from the cabinet and 
rested it on the floor. She turned back to the display case and wiped 
away the heavy dust mark where the tea-pot had been sitting. She fell 
back on her haunches and cried.  
Suddenly she heard, 
“Is my dinner ready?” 
She ignored him.
“I said,” he shouted again. “is my dinner ready?”
She walked over to the oven door and, using her apron as a glove, 
pulled out his dinner, turned, took the few steps to the back door and 
threw it out into the garden. 
“Your dinner’s on the patio.” she shouted back.
“Thank you.” he replied. “I’ll be down in a minute.”
“I will have my chickens.” She muttered. “Or it’ll be the last dinner  
I make him. Who the hell does he think he is?”
With her apron she wiped her tears away and then she put the kettle 
on. She walked back over to the cabinet, and knelt down again. 
“Now, where were we?” She lifted the tea pot up and said, “You, my 
mother’s best tea-pot, are filthy, you are going to have a bath.” She 
ran some warm water in the bowl. Took off the lid. It had been three 
months since she had last looked at her sixties knick-knacks. Various 
pens and Fab badges fell into her hand together with one half of a 
silver plated heart with the words, “He who holds the key can open 
my heart.” Finally a tiny diary with a gold clasp, fastened with a tiny 
gold lock fell into the palm of her hand, together with the key. She 
grasped the heart and held it tight to her chest, her eyes closed. 
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“I wonder where Chris is?” she mumbled. “What’s he doing now?”
“What did you say?” asked Jim walking in. 
“I was just talking to myself.”
He was walking over to the mirror in the front room. 
I thought he wanted his dinner? Hungry my foot. Him and that 
Windsor knot. What is it about men and ties and knots and getting 
them just so in the middle. What is it about him. Why is he such a 
tart. Look at him the way he checks his cufflinks, down so they are 
level with each other. Why does he turn sideways and smile at 
himself? Look at him he’s doing it again…. 
“I love me,” shouted Lisa sarcastically. “Who do you love?” 
“It’s not my fault that I’m more particular about my looks than you 
are.” he snarled. “Look at you, when was the last time you even went 
to have your hair done?”
“I’m happy with it, that’s all that matters. Anyway, what’s it got to 
do with you?”
“You know I like you to look a certain way when people are coming 
round.”
“A certain way. Who do you think you’re talking to?”
“Have you taken a really good look at yourself lately?”
She ignored his jibe and moved over to the kitchen door, opened it 
and then lit a cigarette. Steam was still rising from the spattered 
casserole on the patio. Bugger it, let him see it. I want him to see it.”
He was walking up behind her, his brown leather brogues noisy on 
the chess floor board. She inhaled on her cigarette, held it, then 
exhaled heavily and leaned to one side of the door to give him a full 
view of the patio and his smashed casserole. 
“Right.” he said. Where’s my dinner?”
“I told you it’s on the patio.”
Look at him, in his black blazer and brass buttons. He looks like a 
reject from the British Legion.
“Have you seen Bernard’s wife lately? She’s making an effort. She 
must have lost two stones. Bernard’s always been a forward man. 
She knows how to look after him.”
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“Aye, and every other bloke in the street.” muttered Lisa. 
Come on, let’s see what you’ve got to say about this. Come on, 
you’re always going on about power. Let’s see who has the power 
now. She flicked the cigarette stub further down onto the patio, 
watched it spark over the stone flags. 
“It’s over here, come on, it’s going cold.” 
He stood next to her at the door. His neck was turning red, it was 
welling up into his face and then, 
“You bitch. You uncompromising bitch. I’ll see to you when I get 
back.” A car horn was sounding. “Bernard’s never going to believe 
this. Nobody is.” 
It was the same every night. She made him his dinner, then he hadn’t 
time to eat it because he’s out with them. Well from now on, he’ll be 
eating with them. I’m getting the chickens today.  
“I’ve told you.” he shouted. “No chickens are coming to this house. “ 
You’re getting a job next week.” 
That’s what he thinks He’s so thick, why can he not grasp that I 
don’t want a job. I don’t want to be like the rest of them. OK, if they 
want to go out and work that’s their choice. It’s not mine. Besides 
the money would only end up in behind the bar in the golf club. 
“Everyone has to work,” he said. “We get a job and we stick to it. I 
don’t know what makes you so different? It’s not as if you’re lazy, 
you’re not.” The car horn beeped again. “See what you’ve done. 
You’ve made me late for Bernard. I’ll eat at the club house…I don’t 
like rice anyway. Maybe you should have asked me?”
“Ha.Ha.Ha. That was so funny I forgot to laugh.”
“And bugger you.” he shouted slamming the door.
The Pet Shop, in Bolton town centre was just off the high street. Two 
little girls were crouched on the pavement, looking at the bunny 
rabbits and kittens through the glass window. He’ll have chickens in 
here? Lisa thought. If he doesn’t he’ll know where to get some. Once 
everyone used to have chickens. What’s happened? 
The bell above the shop clattered.  No sign of chickens. A monkey 
was sitting in a cage the size of a wardrobe, doing nothing in 
particular. She walked past the sacks of birds seed. There used to be 
signs in these places saying chickens for sale. She thought. The 
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bottom of the cage was full of droppings there were no toys for the 
monkey to play with. An A4 size of white paper with scruffy hand 
writing, bluetaked to the bottom of the cage read, “Please don’t feed 
the monkey, he’s got his own nuts to chew on.”  She stepped away 
from the cage. This looks like the last place I’d buy chickens. Or 
anything else. It’s disgusting. 
A tall man in his mid-twenties walked over to her, brushing his hair 
back from his face and holding it on the top of his head. 
“Do you like the sign on the monkey cage?”  He let the clump of hair 
fall back into his face. All she could now really see was his smile, 
and the gap in his teeth, a fifty-pence-piece could fit between. He 
seemed strangely familiar.
“Do I know you?” Lisa asked.
“You’re Jim Walker’s wife, aren’t you? God, isn’t Jim a scream.” he 
said through the hair hanging over his face.
“What are you talking about?”
“When you and your mother caught him rubbing Flora on his private 
parts that time when he was on the phone. What a sight, Jim bollock-
naked and Flora.” He started laughing. 
“I still don’t know what you’re talking about” He moved to within 
inches of her face. 
“Come on, tell me, what did you think when you saw him like that? 
Did you think he’d been on the perv’ lines?   We’ve all asked him 
but you know what he’s like for changing the subject.” A cockatiel  
squawked.
 “I’ll tell you what he’s like.” she said. “Well, sex is always at 11.30 
thirty on a Saturday night. He’s always on top. It wasn’t always like 
this.” A parrot behind her squawked and shouted “Piss off.”  
“We used to have a great time,” Lisa said. “We used go out at 
weekends, maybe have a night away somewhere. Sex was 
wonderful. We used to dress up in all kinds of gear.” 
The man had his mouth open with a kind of half smile. 
“He used to dress up as Charlie Chaplin and do that funny walk 
while wearing a glow-in-the-dark condom. It all stopped when I 
dressed up as Annie Oakley and told him I wanted to ride the range 
all night. That was it. It’s been down hill since then.” The man was 
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looking more embarrassed.  “His record is two minutes thirty-two 
seconds.” She smiled and went to make her way out. Then stopped at 
the door, “Oh, by the way, she said, “I’m reporting you for being 
cruel to that monkey. You can also tell Jim about that when you see 
him. Another thing before I go, I’ve got to ask, you are the spit of 
that bloke, me and  my friend June, caught with his pants around his 
ankles up in Rivington, near the Chinese Gardens last week. Was 
that you shagging the arse off that St. Bernard Dog?”
She turned left into the main street. She past the big store down, past 
a herd of stone elephants grouped nearer a watering hole opposite 
Boots. The town Hall clock struck 10.30. She stopped and admired 
the new fountains at the bottom of the town hall steps.  Morris 
dancers were performing to her far right. I’m going to get those 
chickens. He can do what he likes, but I’m having them. He doesn’t 
understand. People like him never understand. All he wants is work 
and more work. We are not machines. But he thinks I’m a freak 
because I don’t want to kill myself.

She rested on a bench outside the Army and Navy stores. She was 
rummaging through her bag for a cigarette when she heard someone 
say, “Lisa, is that you, Lisa? My god, it is.” 
The sun was in her eyes. She knew the voice but she couldn’t quite 
place it. Through blurred vision she saw a tall woman, slim with long 
black hair. Lisa rubbed her eyes, 
“It’s me, Kathleen Duckworth.” They hugged. 
“This is bizarre.” said Lisa. “ I was only thinking about you 
yesterday. About the time we went to Blackpool and I undressed on 
the beach.” They both started laughing. 
“Are you still with Chris?” Kathleen asked. 
“Is it so long? No, we, I, finished with him. It was stupid. I was 
stupid. I ended up with Jim Walker.”
“I thought you hated him?”
“I did, I do, I don’t know what happened.”
“I saw Chris about three years ago. We were both rushing off 
somewhere. He’s not changed. I can’t believe you’re with Jim 
Walker. Didn’t we catching him playing with himself in Bluebell 
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Woods?” They both laughed. “And wasn’t it you who threw the 
pebble which hit him on the forehead?”
“You can still see that scar.”
“Jim Walker. I can’t believe it.”
“Anyway,” said Lisa. “Do you fancy having a coffee somewhere?” 
“I’d love to, but I’m far too busy. I shouldn’t have stopped, but it’s 
been so long. Phone me.” Kathleen hurriedly scribbled her number 
down on a piece of paper and gave it to her. 
“I’m not being funny, but I’ve got to go. I never asked you,” 
Kathleen said as she was walking away. “where do you work?”
“I don’t, I look after the garden and I’m going for some chickens 
now.”
“Chickens. You mean egg-type chickens?”
“That’s right. I’m getting half-a-dozen.”
“And you don’t work?”
They both looked at each other puzzled. An old man, passing them, 
started coughing. He sat down on the bench, and lit a cigarette. He 
took a long drag, then crossed his legs and exhaled. 
“Phone me.” shouted Kathleen. She hurried away. Lisa watched her 
friend’s high heels go tip-tipping away.    
“It’s all rush, rush, rush.” said the old man suddenly. “Nobody has 
time for anything these days.”
“I’m sorry?” she said 
“Nobody has time for anything these days.” he repeated.
“I know what you mean.”
She sat down, pulled out her cigarettes and offered him one. He put it 
behind his ear. 
“I’ll have it later,” She lit up. 
“I think,” he said, “that we should have fifty weeks’ holiday and two 
weeks’ work.” 
She took another drag on her cigarette. 
“My husband wouldn’t like that. He can’t stop working. Even on a 
Sunday he works, everybody in our street works. I’m the only one 



CHICKENS

81

who doesn’t work.”
“Before, we’re you saying something about chickens?”
“I’m going to keep chickens. My husband’s not so keen. Trouble is I 
don’t know where to start looking for them.” He took another drag 
on his cigarette. 
“I used to love my chickens.”
“How many did you have?”
“Eight was the most we ever had. Mildred used to take our children 
twice a day for the eggs. They were beltin’.” He turned serious. 
“Don’t be fooled into buying anything. Look for a nice deep red 
comb. If it’s pale then they are not laying.”
“I don’t know how I’m going to build the hut. I’ve not much of a 
clue.”
“Course you have. It’s a piece of cake. Anything will do. Knock it up 
with some old pallets. Course you can do it. You can do anything if 
you put you’re mind to it.” He stubbed his cigarette into the floor, 
“I’m off to get a pasty” He said his goodbyes. 
“Bye,” Lisa said. “And thanks.” He turned, and tipped his cap at her.
From her bag she brought out the one half of the silver-plated heart 
she was given almost thirty-five years ago. She held it tight, “I’m 
sorry.” she whispered. She didn’t care if people were looking. Her 
thoughts were somewhere else with the boy she now realised she 
should have married. In her mind she could see and hear her mother 
saying, “You don’t marry a good looking boy. Them are for a-bit-of-
the-other, before you settle down. You want someone who will look 
after you. Never mind what they look like.”

She took the tiny gold diary from her bag. Her fingers were clumsy 
with a key the size of a fingernail. Her hands were shaking, as she 
tried the key. Lisa turned the gold-covered cover. It was her 
handwriting, scruffy, all over the place in capital letters, LISA 
FAIRHURST, AGED 15 YEARS AND THREE MONTHS. 116 
WILKINSON GARDENS, BOLTON. There was a photograph. 
“God, how slim I was. I’ve not put much on. My bob haircut I loved 
my bob.” She ran her fingers through her hair.  A photo from the 
third and fourth page fell into her lap.  It was a picture of a boy with 
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short curling black hair and perfect teeth, blue eyes. There was a 
phone number on the back, 45756. She took a ten -pence piece from 
her purse, stood and walked over to a nearby phone box….   

----------

Aliens

It’s dusk, me and mum, 
short-cut 
through Belmont Dye Works 
when a light from a building 

suddenly pushes four men 
with green heads 
out of the main block 
into their tea-break. 

For one moment, 
half-of-a-breath-even
aliens have landed 
north of Bolton 

sharing fags, 
and drinking tea 
from tin mugs 

Peter Street
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WORTHLESS LIVES
S. Kadison

 
When Sumner Frank heard about the crisis he knew he was going to 
have think fast.
The next day he got a text from his brother: Just seen queues outside 
Nrn Rck. How bad is it? He was about to reply: V fckn bad! When 
he corrected himself. Why tell the truth to a socialist like Clark? 
He’d only fall into the old clichés and start talking about the need to 
nationalise the banks and make finance serve the needs of productive 
activity. This was no time for theory or debate. 
“We may be hours from the fucking ATMs being empty,” his boss  
said to him. “We’ve screwed the financial system inside out. Only 
the government can get us out of this, and if they don’t do it fast and 
if they don’t get it right, we’ll all be going to the woods for our 
dinner.”
Sumner had made a very great deal of money since deregulation, 
especially since the invention of the derivatives in which he 
specialised and nearly understood. The truth was no-one really knew 
what happened to the money. Nor how much was out there. It’d just 
got easy to bundle things up and sell them on and make a shedload. 
But he knew his job was about to evaporate. Worse, someone might 
uncover his dodges. He was by no means alone. Who could finger 
them when the products were so complex? Coppers couldn’t 
understand them. It’d take years for the scams to come to light. 
That’s what he’d believed anyway. Now he wasn’t so sure and he 
was going to leave the country. 
“What about the children?” said Louise.
“They’re young enough to adapt.”
“But changing schools, leaving their friends behind, a new language. 
It’s a huge upheaval.”
“Lou, my job is gone. That’s bad. But I’ve been breaking the law. 
Lots of us have. It’s been so easy. It’s been the rule. My guess is they 
won’t come after us. The crisis is so big they’ve got their work cut 
out saving the economy. A couple of dirty million in my bank 
account. Who’s going to care about that when they’ll have to throw 
hundreds of billions at the banks?”
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“Shit, Sumner! Shit!” 
“You weren’t complaining when the dosh was raining in the 
windows.”
“I didn’t know you were crooked.” 
“Well you should have. No-one makes that much money that fast 
without bending the rules.”
“Christ!”
Breaking it to his wife was bad but breaking it to his mother was 
impossible. They drove up to Yorkshire for the weekend. Clark  and 
two children turned up. His wife was visiting a friend. The house 
was bursting. 
“Well, it’s terrible, terrible,” said his mother. “How was it allowed to 
happen?”
“It’s all very complicated, mum,” he said as he bit into her 
homemade fruit cake. “You know, high finance. These things are 
delicately balanced.”
“I blame the Labour government,” she said. “This would never have 
happened under Mrs Thatcher.”
He was relieved to hear her fall back onto her reassuring prejudices. 
He’d feared she might start criticizing the banks. But she’d been 
reading the Daily Mail as diligently as ever and her faith in the 
instinctive moral superiority of the rich was unshaken. At sixty his 
mother was still trim and quick. She’d been a walker all her life and 
loved the English countryside. Since the death of her husband from a 
brain tumour, she’d walked more, lost a few pounds she didn’t need 
to be rid of, and increased the haughty dignity of her bearing. Grief 
had made her more self-possessed and even less sentimental. She 
was as beautifully coiffured, manicured and turned out as ever. Her 
house didn’t show a speck of dust though the cleaner came only once 
a week. Mrs Frank was the daughter of an Anglican vicar. At twenty-
three she married Roland Pickering who had come home after 
university to take over his father’s three butcher’s shops. Roland had 
read PPE at Balliol was armed with the knowledge of how to make 
money and the conviction that doing so was the moral way to act and 
so set about turning the little business into a fifty shop empire. He 
made his million. He moved in the best county circles. He supported 
worthy charities. He went every Sunday to St Michael’s. He rode to 
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hounds. He raised a toast to the Queen at every opportunity. At fifty-
eight he dropped dead.
It was a terrible shock. Mrs Frank had imagined longevity was a 
right of the rich. Her husband had done everything he should and the 
chiming of the music of his life with the essential facts of existence 
seemed to her the guarantee that just as he was pre-eminent in 
society, so he would be favoured by creation. Sometimes in town she 
would see shabby men who were obvious failures yet who appeared 
seventy or over. Why should they live while her husband died? It 
was terribly unjust. She felt it must have something to do with 
Labour government and Trade Unions. They were being kept alive 
by the National Health Service paid for out of the taxes of hard 
working people like Roland. They would probably have died at 
forty-five if they hadn’t been given heart surgery or drugs for high 
blood pressure. And the longer they lived the more of a drain it was 
on the pockets of those who had provided for themselves. It was 
unnatural. They should be left to die if they couldn’t pay their way. It 
was all wrong that money was taken from independent, respectable 
people to feed clothe and house the feckless. It upset her terribly. She 
read in the paper that families were receiving hundreds of pounds a 
week in housing benefit. She spoke to Trevor Heaton about it. One 
of her husband’s close friends, Heaton had started life as a bricklayer 
but built a property portfolio which included two hundred and more 
houses for rent across the county. It was true, he told her. It was a 
disgrace. People should stand on their own two feet. Mind you, he’d 
added with a smile, he’d made a lot of money from renting to 
claimants. A bit of a bonanza in fact. It was better than building 
council housing, he told her, because at least entrepreneurs had a 
chance to get their hands on the money. She was reassured that 
people like Trevor were doing well from the system but it seemed an 
appalling choice: either take taxpayer’s money to build houses for 
the hopeless or give them handouts that were as big as the wages 
some people earned for forty hours a week. She came back to her 
hobby-horse: there were just too many people. The poor should be 
sterilised at birth. Health care should be withdrawn from them. The 
population needed to be culled. Decent people couldn’t go on for 
ever supporting millions of worthless lives. 
She was delighted when Sumner got a job in the City just as she was 
devastated when Clark became a sociology teacher and socialist. The 
City was a healthy place full of energetic, confident people 
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determined to make something of themselves. She was very proud of 
Sumner’s wealth. He sent his children to a private school. They had a 
two million pound house in Chelsea. The more money he made, the 
greater her pride. But Clark. Oh, the shame! He took a job in a 
college in Manchester, married a social worker and said the Labour 
Party was too right-wing. They lived on an estate in Withington 
where youths gathered in the evenings, their hoods pulled over their 
heads, smoking, shouting in their rough voices, riding their silly little 
bikes up and down the pavement. 
“It’s the system you support that produces kids like that,” Clark said 
to her.
“How can you blame me for their vulgarity? It’s nothing to do with 
me.”
“It’s everything to do with you, mum. If those kids didn’t exist, the 
Daily Mail would have to invent them.”
“It’s the parents who are to blame. They should discipline their 
children. But they’re all in the pub I suppose, spending their 
benefits.”
“The family’s a social institution, mother. Parents can’t kick against 
the pricks of an entire culture.”
“If children are brought up properly, they turn out right.”
“Like Sumner.”
“Exactly.”
“But not like me.” 
She turned an expression of severity and surprise on him and he 
laughed.
“Don’t look so affronted. It’s not personal. Society made me what I 
am. You didn’t fail.”
But it puzzled her. She believed Clark was simply badly behaved. 
He’d been given every advantage. He was educated at Repton and 
Cambridge. He could have had a glittering career. He was just a 
wilfully disobedient child. Yet she was his mother and she believed 
children turned out as they did because of their parents. Was she then 
to blame? Had she gone badly wrong? But Sumner had turned out 
perfectly. He was a model son. He gave her no reason to criticise or 
to feel a moment’s shame. Had she treated them differently? She 
couldn’t think how. It bothered her very badly but then she read in 
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the paper about a successful solicitor who killed himself because he 
was suffering from bipolar disorder. Perhaps Clark was mentally ill. 
That would explain his odd choice of career and his socialism. Yet 
there was no mental illness in the family. Perhaps it was mixing with 
socialists that had driven him mad. In any case, if he had a mental 
defect she was not responsible. She’d been a good parent. Sumner 
was the proof. 
“Have you told her we’re leaving the country?” asked Louise.
“Not yet.”
“She’s going to love it, Sumner.”
“She’ll be okay. I’ll tell her I’ve got a job in banking. More money. 
More prospects. She’ll be happy with that.”
It was growing dusk and the children had started to fight. Tristram 
had called Danny a chav and Danny had retaliated by calling him a 
snob. Felicity had joined in and said  Danny’s school was rubbish 
because they didn’t learn Latin and Sam had jumped to his brother’s 
defence and said  Tristram was a cissy
“Anyway,” said Tristram, “my dad’s a millionaire and he says your 
dad can’t even afford a new car.”
“Who wants a new car!” said Sam.
“You’re dad’s a crook!” said Danny.
“Get a life!” said Tristram.
Their grandmother arrived to separate them.
“Goodness me!” she exclaimed. “It sounds like a council estate in 
here.”
“Danny says daddy’s a criminal,” whined Felicity. 
“Daniel, that’s a wicked thing to say! Your uncle Tristram is a 
banker and a very successful one.”
The rivals were sent to different rooms. When Louise came to gather 
her pair for dinner Felicity said:
“Why does Danny say daddy’s a crook, mummy?”
“Did he say that?”
“Yes, because Tristram called him a chav.”
“You shouldn’t say that Tristram.”
“Why not? You say it all the time.”
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“Yes, but not about your cousins.”
“Well it’s true. They’ve got no money. Danny’s jeans are from 
Primark.”
“People aren’t chavs just because they wear jeans from Primark.”
“Why are they chavs, then?” said Felicity defiantly.
“Because of the way they behave.”
“What way?”
“They’re vulgar,” said Louise searching for some infallible 
definition.
“What does that mean?” said Tristram.
“They show off,” said Louise. 
“What have they got to show off about?” said Tristram.
“Come on,” said Lousie, “it’s dinner time. And don’t upset grandma. 
Behave yourselves and be polite.”
Polite they were, but sullen. Felicity in her Laura Ashley floral dress, 
her lovely fair hair in a half head, the wisps curling delightfully on 
her nape, put on her best how-obnoxious-it-is-to-have-to-share-the-
world-with-such-people demeanour. Tristram simply let his ugly 
mood appear on his features.
“Pass us the salt, dad,” said Danny reaching across the table.
“Daniel!” chided his grandmother. “Don’t stretch across the table 
like that. It’s most bad manners.”
“Listen to your grandma,” said Clark, “you’ll never get invited to 
Buckingham Palace if you don’t leave your Manchester manners 
behind.”
“Honestly, Clark,” said Mrs Frank, “do you want the boy to grow up 
not knowing how to behave.”
“Calm down, mother. He behaves perfectly well. He’s ten. He wants 
the salt he reaches for it. It’s not a moral failing.”
“But it’s very bad manners.”
“Manners are cultural. Danny lives in Manchester so he’s 
impeccably polite. Unlike members of the Bullingdon Club.”
“Oh you’re always topsy-turvying. It might be very clever but the 
facts are the facts.”
“Indeed they are. Danny, pass me the salt.”



WORTHLESS LIVES

89

When the dinner was over the children were allowed to watch tv 
while the adults stayed around the table. Mrs Frank refilled the big 
chrome coffee pot and the little white cream jug. Sumner went into 
the garden to smoke a small cigar. Through the patio window Clark 
could see him contemplating the heavy crop of green apples on the 
flourishing tree.
“What kind of apples are they, mum?”
“Bramleys. I think. Yes, I think they’re Bramleys. They make the 
loveliest pies.”
“And crumbles,” said Clark. “Sumner seems interested in them. 
Perhaps he’s developed a late affinity for nature.”
“I don’t think so,” said Louise turning to look, “he’s a city creature.”
“Yes,” said Clark pouring himself his third aromatic cup, “and what 
do you make of what’s going on in the City?”
“Well, it’s worrying. Of course.” She cast a glance at her mother-in-
law. “But they’ll find a way out of it. The clever economists. They 
know what to do.”
“Of course they do,” said Mrs Frank. “Leave the decisions to the 
experts. People who’ve made money know how to look after money. 
That’s the problem. Socialists and trade unionists interfering in what 
they know nothing about.”
“But now the American government is interfering. Why did they 
rescue AIG and let Leheman Brothers go to the wall?” 
“Well, they can’t rescue everything. The country would be 
bankrupt,” said Mrs Frank.
“What d’you think, Louise?”
“They must have their reasons.”
“They must, but it’s funny isn’t it. The home of radical neo-
liberalism insists on saving an ailing insurance company having just 
let an investment bank go to the wall. Looks like they fear the entire 
house of cards might be about to tumble, eh?”
“You always look on the dark side, Clark. I don’t know where you 
get it from,” interjected his mother testily.
“On the contrary, I think it’s hilarious. What’s funniest of all is the 
mountain of intricate and dishonest theory under which they bury the 
simple truth.”
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“Which is?”
“That no economic theory in the world, or any part of any theory, 
prevents people being kind.”
“I don’t understand that,” said Louise.
“He does is deliberately,” said Mrs Frank. “He thinks it’s clever. He 
always has to fly in the face of what everyone thinks.”
“Well,” said Clark smiling, raising his eyebrows and holding out his 
palms, “doesn’t everyone believe kindness is a good thing? Doesn’t 
everyone like to be treated with kindness?”
“You can’t run the economy on kindness,” said Louise.
“Of course you can’t,” said Mrs Frank. “It’s just common sense. You 
have to run business as business not charity.”
“But why can’t businesses be run on kindness?”
“That’s a ridiculous question!”
“Of course it is. That’s why it’s important. ”
“Don’t pay any attention to him, Louise. He just does it to annoy 
people.”
“Businesses have to make money,” said Louise. “It’s not a matter of 
being unkind, it’s just the way it is. Business people have to make 
tough decisions to keep the businesses going. That’s all it is. It’s not 
a matter of kindness or unkindness.” 
“Yeah,” said Clark, “but look what they’ve been doing. Credit 
derivatives are just ways of making lots of money fast but they knew 
they were risky as hell. They knew they were playing roulette with 
the world economy. What’s business for?”
“Clark, I won’t have you talk about Sumner like that it my house. 
Stop this at once. Come on, Louise. Let’s go and see the children.”
Clark was left alone with his coffee. He chuckled quietly to himself 
as the women went. Sumner, he could see, was pacing the garden. 
He knew him well enough to detect tension and anxiety in his 
movements. He’d always had a heedlessness about him, an intense, 
blind drivenness. He was the oldest. He had absorbed his parents’ 
ambitions more completely. Being second-born, Clark had been 
slightly sheltered from the goading missiles of his mother’s Daily 
Mailism. He’d always felt slightly aside from his family and though 
it was disturbing to experience yourself as an outsider among those 
closest to you, it was also funny and exhilarating. He found his 
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mother ludicrous. He loved her as any boy does his mother, but as 
soon as she opened her mother to start opining he just wanted to roar 
with laughter. As a youngster he made friends with a boy from the 
village whose father had lost his job as a sales manager for a tyre 
firm. They scrimped. The carpets and furniture were threadbare. 
They never had holidays. But Howard was a great friend. They went 
off to the woods looking for birds’ nests; they jumped on their bikes, 
bought a bottle of fizz and some Mars bars and rode out into the hills 
for the day; they swam in the forbidden river and played 
interminable games of three-and-in and tip-and-run on the park. Mrs 
Frank wouldn’t let him come to the house.  So early on Clark had put 
in question the hierarchy of money. His parents’ values came from 
outer space. At Repton he joked his way around the stiff and fierce 
Toryism of his peers and every holiday met up with Howard and 
wondered why he couldn’t just go to the local school as well. When 
he asked his mother if he could leave Repton she almost dropped 
dead. He father talked to him sternly about the expense of his 
education, the special place Repton was, his ingratitude in wanting to 
leave.
“But I don’t like it,” he said, “it’s full of snobs.”
His father drew back from him and his face lost all energy. He 
wasn’t allowed out for three weeks.
Poor Sumner. Clark really did feel sorry for him. He had to carry the 
ton of clay that was other people’s ambitions on his sorry back. Clark 
had escaped. He had no ambition. He enjoyed teaching. He read 
whatever he fancied. He was in love with his wife. His kids were 
wonderful. He was too lost in enjoyment to be ambitious for 
anything. His mother said it was irresponsible. He earned £35,000 
and when a promotion had become available had refused to apply 
because he didn’t want to have to implement policies he thought 
stupid or to treat people as idiots. He saw no reason why relations at 
work couldn’t be kind. It was all bullshit, the theory that said 
otherwise. Modern economics was like medieval theology: you had 
to believe in god or capitalism for them to make sense. Being rough-
tongued and ignorant with people in the workplace was passed off as 
good management and silly little gaggles of SLTs set themselves off 
from the rest and handed down policy like Moses himself. It made 
him laugh out loud. But then it was tragic too. The colleagues who 
cracked under the direct bullying or the sly undermining. The big lie 
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that it was about raising standards. And the thread went straight back 
to Wall St, The Stock Exchange, Canary Wharf, that world which 
meant so much to Sumner and which to Clark was beneath disdain. 
He went into the garden. Sumner was pulling leaves off the apple 
tree and tearing them into angry little bits he let fly from his palm 
with a flick. Clark had nothing to say to him. He was his brother, but 
apart from genes, they were strangers. They were strangers socially. 
The hard thought brought an access of sentiment. This was Sumner. 
They grew up together. It was too ridiculous. He walked towards 
him.
“I managed to drive the women away.”
“Oh yeah.”
“Old habits die hard.”
“What d’you mean?”
“It’s a joke.”
“Ha fucking ha.”
“What wasp has stung you?”
“I suppose you think it’s a big fucking laugh, eh? The credit 
crunch?”
“As usual it’s hilarious and atrocious at the same time.”
“Bollocks.”
“Why is it bollocks?”
“It’s just the kind of bollocks you talk Clark, that’s why. You always 
did.”
“Did I?”
“Yes, taking the piss out of school or the Archbishop of Canterbury. 
Making a joke of everything. You wouldn’t be fucking laughing if 
you were in my shoes.”
“No, I’d cut my losses, retire to La Rochelle and spend the rest of my 
life sitting on my backside reading Kropotkin.” 
“While someone else makes the wealth.”
Clark laughed.
“The people who make the wealth were queuing outside Northern 
Rock to withdraw their little five grand before the masters of the 
universe brought the sky crashing down.”
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Sumner reached for a fat apple, tugged it free and flung it over the 
high fence beyond which lay the road. 
“Don’t start that socialist shit. You know fuck all about economics.”
“Okay, Sumner. And the people who do are running around with fire 
up their backsides trying to save the system their economics has 
brought staggering drunkenly to the edge of a pit of quicklime.”
“We know what to do. We understand money.”
“Well, the bankers aren’t going to rescue us are they, Clark.” He 
laughed. “Socialised wealth will have to do it. And then the game 
will start up again, the bankers making slick fortunes and the people 
who produce the wealth feeling lucky if they get five hundred quid a 
week.”
A magpie settled on the fence. They both stood and watched it as it 
bobbed and shifted. Sumner grabbed another apple and launched it at 
the bird. Clark shook his head and laughed.
“Bloody awful shot!”
“Still a twitcher?”
“No. Danny likes climbing trees and getting his arms scratched raw 
looking for nests though.”
“You should move to the country, like me. But you need money to 
do that. You need to work in the City to afford the country.”
“Yeah, land should be taxed. Ten quid an acre on the big landowners 
and we could abolish council tax for the millions on their postage 
stamp estates.” 
“It’s a lost cause. Why do you cling to it? You’re going down. 
Socialism is dead. All this crap about equality is finished. Capitalism 
is an economic fact. You’d better face it or you’ll be fucked.”
“Economic facts are inventions of theorists and the theories are just 
excuses for greed. There’s no economic law which forces us to be 
greedy. We choose it and like most of our choices we do it out of 
weakness and ignorance.”
Mrs Frank appeared on the patio.
“What are you two doing out here? The children are getting 
fractious. Come inside. I’ll make a pot of tea.”
Clark went to get his children ready for bed. Sumner went upstairs 
and Louise followed him.
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“When are you going to tell her?”
“Once the kids are in bed.”
“I don’t want to be there.”
“Fine.”
“You know she’ll go apeshit.”
“Then let her.”
“I don’t think you realize the mess we’re in, Sumner. She dotes on 
you. Clark disturbs her. But you’re the son she wanted. She dotes on 
the kids to. We take them to the other side of the world, she’ll be 
devastated.”
“Don’t exaggerate. Lots of people do it. There’s e-mail, mobile 
phones and aeroplanes. She’ll get used to it.”
“She’ll take it personally, Sumner. She takes everything personally.”
“Shut the fuck up, Louise! Don’t insult my mother. I’ll deal with it.”
The children were slow to settle. Sam was in and out of bed and up 
and down stairs with the quickness of a vole. Mrs Frank berated her 
son for being unable to control him. Felicity had tummy ache and 
insisted on some medicine so they gave her Calpol and hoped she 
wouldn’t be sick. It was nearly ten before the house was quiet. The 
adults sat in the living-room. Mrs Frank turned up the gas fire. 
Sumner wanted to watch Match of The Day but Clark wasn’t 
interested and excused himself, went to the kitchen, made a cup of 
tea and read the paper. After ten minutes, Louise came through.
“What’s the score?” said Clark
“No idea.”
He folded the paper out of politeness, lifted his mug and smiled. 
“Sumner is going to tell your mother we’re leaving the country.”
“The country? Is it that bad?”
“It’s very bad, Clark.”
“He’s losing his job?” 
“Oh yeah. But that’s not the half of it. Lots of them will lose their 
jobs but they’ll get others. That’s how it works. They all know 
people. The real problem is he’s been breaking the law.”
“I see.”
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Louise had always despised Clark. Ever since she met Sumner she’d 
sided with his disdain for his brother’s views and ways. She thought 
of him as one of those jealous, malicious people who wanted to take 
away from others what they couldn’t have themselves. But she 
needed to confide in someone. She was afraid. Sumner liked to take 
risks. He believed he was untouchable. He came from an 
untouchable class. She put her faith in him and he’d rewarded her. 
Yet now it was all precarious. They were going on the run like 
common criminals. She couldn’t think of Sumner as a criminal. Even 
if he’d broken the law. Yet her anxiety got the better of her. The law 
was a cold instrument. If they came after him, they could lose 
everything. Clark was sensible. He was straight. If you gave him the 
keys to the bank of England he’d laugh and hand them back. If you 
gifted him a million pounds he’d donate it to Oxfam. She wanted 
him to do something. Could he talk to Sumner? Could he sort out the 
mess? Her ideas were confused but the worry was crippling her. 
Clark wasn’t too bad. He had a good side. Maybe he could help. 
“I don’t know how. It’s all complicated financial stuff. But he’s got 
millions that don’t belong to him.”
“Millions.”
“Well, two million is what he said. I don’t know. Maybe that was 
just a figure off the top of his head. I don’t know.”
“Sit down.”
“Oh, Clark! They won’t send him to prison will they?”
She began to sob and through a great effort pulled herself round. 
“No, I’m sure it won’t come to that.”
“What should he do?”
“I’ll talk to him. There may be a way to pay the money back.”
“Pay it back?”
“Yes, do the honest thing. If he pays it back my guess is they won’t 
be able to prosecute.”
“He’ll never pay it back, Clark. He’s worked hard. He thinks he 
deserves it.” 
“He can’t deserve what he’s stolen, Louise.”
“He doesn’t see it as theft. It’s just a bit extra. A reward for knowing 
how to bend the rules.”
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“The law won’t see it quite that way.”
“That’s why he wants to go abroad.”
“Where?”
“I don’t know. He doesn’t say. I don’t know. Maybe South America 
or something.”
“What do you think?”
She broke down again.
“I don’t want to go. What will it do to the children? Where will we 
end up? I thought we had a good life. I thought it would last.”
“I’ll talk to him.”
“It’s changed him. He’s….inward. He flies off the handle.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll have a word with him.”
Meanwhile, in the living-room, Sumner had turned down the sound.
“Louise and I are thinking of moving.”
“Oh. Where?”
“We haven’t decided yet. Somewhere different. She wants a change. 
Maybe abroad.”
“Abroad? What about your job?”
“Everything’s up in the air because of this crisis. It’s a good time to 
move on. There are two sides to it you see. Lots of losses but lots of 
gains. It’s just the right moment to go for a big job.”
“Couldn’t you find something in London?”
“Of course. But the really big jobs are abroad. You know, a couple 
of million a year plus bonus. I’ll have to be prepared to move to 
make that much.” 
“But you don’t need the money.”
“Maybe not, but it’s ambition. If it’s there you go after it. I don’t 
want to stagnate. I’ve always wanted to get on.”
“Oh yes. I know. You should want to get on. But what about the 
children? They’re in such good schools.”
“If you can pay you can get a good school anywhere in the world. 
They’ll enjoy it. If we end up somewhere really different. Brazil 
or….”
“Brazil? You can’t move to Brazil, Sumner?”
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“Why not?”
“It’s the other side of the world. When would I see you? When 
would I see the children?”
“Any time you like. I’ll pay for the flights.”
“But Brazil? Isn’t it all drugs and violence? How can that be better 
than Berkshire?”
“But we’ll live among the rich. We’ll have gates and dogs and 
guards and guns…..”
“Guns? Sumner, do you really want your children to grow up around 
guns.”
“That’s the way the world is, mother. How do you think we maintain 
our nice life in the Home Counties? By behaving like Jesus Christ? 
You have to use force to be as rich a country as we are. Violence 
makes the world go round. That’s how it is.”
“That’s nonsense. We don’t kill people so we can make fortunes 
from drugs. We only use violence against those who attack us. We 
defend ourselves. That’s an honourable way to use force.”
“You’re starting to sound like Clark.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Clark is a socialist. I don’t have anything to do 
with ideas of equality. I’m a Tory and a patriot and I think we are 
right to use force to defend our interests against….”
“Against any fucker who challenges them!” He was on his feet. She 
gasped and pinned herself against the armchair.
“Do you think it’s a church picnic? It’s a war. A constant war. I’m in 
the middle of it. We fight for money. That’s what happens, day in 
day out. And sometimes the fight comes to real, direct killing. But 
we’re killing people anyway. If I cared about the effects of what I do 
on the poor I’d never make a penny. If people knew, if you knew 
what bankers do to make money, we’d be lynched. It’s a dirty game 
and I play it. And if I have to play it in Brazil and carry a gun to do 
so I will.”
He slammed the door and she heard him go out of the house. She sat 
still. Her heart was fluttering like a leaf in the wind. She wanted to 
go to Clark. He was her son. But she didn’t trust him. Where was 
Louise? Surely Louise would talk sense. In the kitchen she found her 
wiping her eyes.
“What’s the matter.”
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“Nothing,” said Clark. “She’s okay.”
“What’s going on,” said Mrs Frank gripping the back of a chair. 
“Sumner just swore at me and stormed out.”
“Oh Christ,” said Louise.
“I’ll go after him.”
Clark was glad to leave the women. He went out into the dark. The 
night was cool but calm and pleasant. He almost wanted to get his 
children out of bed, bundle them in the car and drive back to 
Manchester. The avenue was quiet. The big houses stood peacefully 
and assured, as if since the start if time they were meant to be here. 
This was a nice place to live. He liked it even though he knew the 
people who lived here were his political enemies. He laughed to 
himself at the thought. Enemy was a strong word. In truth there was 
a tiny difference in thinking between them. How those tiny 
differences became exaggerated. Yes, it was true, these folk hid 
behind their money, but that was just insecurity. Life was an 
appalling fact. The universe, these huge forces which had thrown us 
into existence, blind, groping, a poor little species lost in a baffling 
world; how hard it was to have courage. How much bravery it took 
to get out of bed every morning. 
He walked down the drive, opened the gate and went into the garden. 
Sumner was by the fence, looking out over the silent road. The tip of 
his cigar glowed in the night. He didn’t turn as Clark crossed the 
damp lawn. 
“Louise tells me you’re thinking of going abroad.”
“Does she?”
“She’s upset. So is mum.”
“That’s women for you.”  
“I know the mess you’re in.”
“I’m not in any mess. You’re in the fucking mess, Clark.” 
“How’s that?
“Because you’re broke. Your kids live next door to chavs. You’re 
going nowhere. They’re going nowhere. I’m doing fine.”
“Sure, but running abroad to escape the law, Sumner….”
“I’m not running anywhere and the law isn’t on to me. You know 
nothing, Clark. You work in the public sector. You’re a wanker like 
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all the other wankers in the public sector with their do-gooding ideas 
and their pissy pensions. Well the public sector’s going to get it. You 
just watch. You bastards are going to pay for this crisis because 
you’re too fucking stupid to know how the world works.”
“Yeah okay. But come inside and talk.”
“About what?”
“If you’ve stolen money, Sumner, you need to come clean.”
Sumner threw back his head and let out a long howling laugh.
“You fucking boy scout, Clark.”
“Give the money back.”
“You think I’ve been stealing from the tuck shop?”
“It doesn’t matter. Give it back. If you do that they can’t come after 
you and your conscience is clear.”
“Fucking conscience. You talk crap, Clark. Who wants a clear 
conscience and a life like yours?”
“Sumner, you’re my brother…”
Sumner’s right hand had curled round the handle of a spade left 
upright in the earth. He yanked and felt its good, balanced weight 
lift. In the same movement he swung it with all his strength pivoting 
on his left foot so its blade followed a clean arc and smashed with a 
thick crack into the side of Clark’s head. He went down with an 
animal grunt, jerked three or four times and lay still. 
Sumner finished his cigar and flicked the stub over the fence. He 
dragged the spade behind him to the house and went into the 
blinding light of the kitchen where the two women sat side by side, 
silent and pale.
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